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...Tired as he was, Philippe found his gaze drawn down the nave 
toward the altar. The man in the scarlet cloak knelt farther in this time, 
leaning against one of the huge columnar bundles at the meeting of 
nave and transept. He had managed an appearance of peace the 
previous evening, but now he projected only abject misery. His back 
bowed, he seemed to have his face buried in his hands. Father Gervais 
had said he had never seen the man’s face. Perhaps it was disfigured, a 
result of accident or pox or plague. 

Even from a distance, Philippe thought he saw the broad shoulders 
shaking. 

He weeps? 

With a frown, Philippe approached cautiously. He tried to remind 
himself that this was none of his business. But how could he simply 
walk by a man in such obvious pain? 

“Monsieur?” He reached out to touch the man’s shoulder, fingers 
hesitating over the fine cloth. “Are you well, monsieur? Do you need 
help?” 

The soft baritone that answered him crackled with icy rage, “Leave 
me be, paisant. My affairs are none of yours.” 

Philippe withdrew his hand but refused to retreat. “I’m no country 
farmer, monsieur, but a painter working here. You seemed in distress. 
It only seemed right to offer assistance.” 

The head turned, giving Philippe a hint of a strong, straight nose. 
Eyes glinted from deep within the hood’s cowl, flicking up and down 
his frame. “And how would a crippled painter help? Go away. There is 
no assistance the likes of you could offer me.” 

The cold dismissal stung. Would you discount me so quickly if I 
were a whole man? “As you wish, monsieur...” 
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CHAPTER 1 


THE SCARLET CLOAK 


“Tant con je vivrai, n’a me rai autrui que vous.” Philippe’s 
voice set up a pleasant rumble in the small space between stone 
and scaffold. The tune was a trifle melancholy for the work, but 
Adam le Bossu’s melodies had a way of haunting one at the oddest 
times. 

The stone angel smiled down at him, apparently pleased with 
the work. 

“You will be beautiful, just like your celestial brethren,” 
Philippe reassured him as he twisted to dip up more of the bright 
saffron for this angel’s gown. He shifted with a grunt to ease the 
ache in his bad leg and went back to painting. 

While painting flat on one’s back on a hard scaffold could 
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never be described as comfortable, he was far younger than Father 
Gervais was and better suited to clambering around ropes and 
ladders, even with the lame leg. A youth with two whole legs 
would have been ideal, but the priests trusted him with the work. 

“Philippe?” Father Gervais called from below. “You’re losing 
the light.” 

“Nearly finished for today, Father,’ Philippe called back 
without taking his eyes from the fold of stone robe he painted. 

“Please come down, my boy, while you can still see! Someday 
you will miss your footing in the twilight.” 

“Surely God will watch over me while I decorate his angels, 
eh?” 

“You mustn’t make such jokes. Have you grown so arrogant as 
to tempt God?” 

Philippe winced at the sharp tone. He meant no disrespect, no 
blasphemy, but he did forget to be more circumspect of his speech 
around priests. Carefully, so he lost none of the precious pigments, 
he fastened pouches, placed everything in his bag, and slipped the 
strap around his neck. He grasped the rope fastened to the top of 
the scaffold and slid off the side of the board. With his left leg too 
stiff to manage the ladders, he simply descended hand over hand 
on the rope. 

Father Gervais steadied him when he reached the ground and 
handed him his crutch. “You should not work such long stretches 
up there.” Lips compressed, he eyed the leg that Philippe couldn’t 
straighten yet. “It will never improve if you forever cause yourself 
such pain.” 

“The physicians tell me the leg will never improve no matter 
what I do.” Philippe tried to keep his voice light, but the bitterness 
crept in uninvited. He dredged up a smile. “So I may as well do as 
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I please.” 

“You’re a stubborn, stiff-necked man.” 

Philippe tucked the crutch under his arm and managed to 
hobble toward the door. He raised his face to the statue above the 
portal. “I haven’t heard that stubbornness is a sin. Am I not right, 
Saint Firmin?” 

“Tt should be,” Father Gervais muttered. 

The setting sun had sown fields of jeweled light across the 
black and white marble floors, glorious patches of incorporeal 
flowers. Philippe stopped in the doorway to heave a grateful sigh 
and bless the man who had first created stained glass. The colors 
filled his heart and lifted his momentary gloom. 

At the edge of one of these patches of variegated light, another 
rich bloom of color caught his eye. A man knelt beside the nave’s 
third bay, facing the altar, a scarlet cloak pooling around him. For 
a moment, the illusion of blood flowing onto the marble struck 
Philippe. He shook it off with an effort. Cloth, it is only cloth. 

“Father, do you know that man?” 

“No.” The old priest shook his tonsured head. “He comes many 
evenings, pays his devotions quietly, and departs. But he never 
speaks to anyone. Come to think of it, I don’t believe I’ve ever 
seen his face.” 

Philippe slipped past, forcing himself to look away. It would be 
rude to stare, even if the gentleman never realized it. Something 
about the cloak, its color, perhaps, or the hint of form it concealed, 
enticed him, woke a humming along his skin he thought long dead. 

Broad shoulders, strong back, a long line of torso hinting at 
height...fruitless, to think along those lines. He is a stranger and 
none of your business. Such thoughts only lead you into disaster. 

He stored his tools and pigments in the niche beneath the stairs 
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that many of the workmen used and left the cathedral to seek his 
supper and his bed at the refectory. The priests had been kind, 
offering him a cell in which to sleep. As long as Notre Dame de 
Amiens cathedral remained unfinished, he had a safe place to rest 
his head and work that filled his heart. He told himself he was 
content. 


x * * 


Étienne shivered despite the heavy cloak. He turned, his face 
hidden inside his hood, but the nave behind him stood empty. 
Someone had been watching; he had been certain of it. 

No. You imagine things. Clearly, madness has begun to settle 
in. Small wonder. 

He returned his attention to the marble labyrinth the masons 
would complete any day now. If he took the penitent’s way and 
traversed the labyrinth on his knees in prayer, would God take pity 
on him? Would an answer come to him in some divine gift of 
inspiration? 

Most likely not. The divine had no dealings with someone like 
him. He was, to God and all the Saints, no more than stone. 


* * * 


Philippe rose with the priests at Matins and joined them in their 
prayers. Spring was nearly over and the sun left his bed early. 
Some of the priests grumbled, but for Philippe, it meant more 
hours of daylight to work. 

After Father Anseau brought him a round of good, hard rye 
bread and a flask of ale for the day, he debated going to work in 
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only his linen braies and tunic. The morning still held a definite 
chill, though. Reluctantly, he pulled on the woolen hose as well. 
He could always remove them in the warmth of the afternoon; 
even if getting them untied and pulled off on the scaffolding was 
clumsy. 

“You should work on the quatrefoils today, my boy,” Father 
Gervais urged him when he reached the great doorways that 
morning. “Give the leg some rest. See here, there is the Pisces 
relief, which should be done in cerulean and verdigris, or the Leo, 
for which you could use the saffron you so adore.” 

Philippe nodded, lips pursed. “True. But they will still be here 
when the weather is hot, eh? I should finish the scaffold work 
before it gets so hot that I suffocate up there.” 

“A single day would make little difference.” 

“One would think you worried over me,” Philippe said with a 
grin and won a half-hearted swat from the old man. 

Despite his careful arguments, or perhaps because of them, the 
day turned unseasonably hot. By mid-afternoon, he had struggled 
out of hose, shirt, and tunic to work in nothing but his braies and 
work apron. He lost one of the chausses over the side of the 
scaffold in the struggle. It fluttered to the ground like a banner 
ripped from the battlements by a conquering army. 

At sunset, he climbed back down, shaking from exhaustion and 
shivering from the sudden evening chill on his sweat-damp skin. 
Father Gervais had been right about taking a day’s respite from the 
scaffold, but he wasn’t about to tell the old priest that. He stripped 
off the apron and pulled his tunic back over his head, the weight of 
wool heavenly against his skin. Too tired to bother with the hose, 
he limped barefoot inside to put away his bag. 

Tired as he was, he found his gaze drawn down the nave 
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toward the altar. The man in the scarlet cloak knelt farther in this 
time, leaning against one of the huge columnar bundles at the 
meeting of nave and transept. He had managed an appearance of 
peace the previous evening, but now he projected only abject 
misery. His back bowed, he seemed to have his face buried in his 
hands. Father Gervais had said he had never seen the man’s face. 
Perhaps it was disfigured, a result of accident or pox or plague. 

Even from a distance, Philippe thought he saw the broad 
shoulders shaking. 

He weeps? 

With a frown, Philippe approached cautiously. He tried to 
remind himself that this was none of his business. But how could 
he simply walk by a man in such obvious pain? 

“Monsieur?” He reached out to touch the man’s shoulder, 
fingers hesitating over the fine cloth. “Are you well, monsieur? Do 
you need help?” 

The soft baritone that answered him crackled with icy rage, 
“Leave me be, païsant. My affairs are none of yours.” 

Philippe withdrew his hand but refused to retreat. “I’m no 
country farmer, monsieur, but a painter working here. You seemed 
in distress. It only seemed right to offer assistance.” 

The head turned, giving Philippe a hint of a strong, straight 
nose. Eyes glinted from deep within the hood’s cowl, flicking up 
and down his frame. “And how would a crippled painter help? Go 
away. There is no assistance the likes of you could offer me.” 

The cold dismissal stung. Would you discount me so quickly if I 
were a whole man? “As you wish, monsieur.” 

He nearly added that the refusal need not have been so rude, 
but such things were best not said to noblemen. With a deft turn 
around his crutch, he moved back up the nave and left the surly 
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man alone in the confines of his beautiful scarlet cloak. Someone 
with such fine clothes surely has funds aplenty, and someone with 
such wealth can’t truly understand suffering. He’s probably never 
gone without a meal or a roof. Most likely sulking over some 
woman who won’t have him. 

Philippe shook his head to banish such unkind thoughts. Who 
but the man himself knew the nature and depth of his suffering? 
And if it was merely love gone wrong, what of it? Love could be 
crueler than any winter wind, cut sharper than the worst hunger 
pangs. Especially certain kinds of love... 

He hobbled down the stairs under the cathedral’s south tower to 
store his tools. Construction had begun on the tower but funds 
ebbed and flowed for the project. At the moment, a monetary 
drought was in progress. The tower had only reached the level of 
the gallery of kings, but someday there would be two completed 
towers, soaring and magnificent, to flank the glorious rose 
window. 

As he climbed back up the winding stair, he heard booted 
footsteps on the stone steps above. Up the boots went, toward the 
top of the unfinished tower. When he turned onto the landing of 
the main floor, he caught a flash of scarlet before it vanished up the 
curve of staircase. 

Oh, no... 

He could imagine only one purpose for which a man might 
venture up an unfinished tower after dark. Ignoring the pain in his 
leg, he hurried after, his heart pounding, hoping against all sane 
reason that he would not be too late. 


FORTUNE’S SHARP ADVERSITY 


CHAPTER 2 


GARGUOILLE AND GROTESQUE 


Philippe reached the final landing, the burning in his leg 
stealing his breath. He paused on what was the current roof of the 
half-finished tower, still open to the sky, to peer into the gloom. 
There, as he had feared, stood the man in the scarlet cloak, poised 
on the brink with one foot already up on the low course of stone at 
the edge. 

No, no, I can’t let this happen! 

He hurried over, the thump of his crutch echoing on the stone. 
The man startled and turned toward him. “What the devil?” 

“Monsieur, no! You mustn’t!” Philippe called out, hoping to 
delay the man long enough to reach him. 

The man continued to stare at him, which he took as a good 
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sign. When he reached the man, he seized his arm to urge him back 
from the ledge. 

“Here now! How dare you lay hands on me!” 

The man yanked back to free his arm and Philippe panicked, 
terrified that the violent motion would make the man lose his 
balance. He dropped his crutch, grabbed a handful of doublet, and 
pulled toward him. The man seized hold of him as well, and they 
both overbalanced in a clumsy turn and grapple, landing heavily on 
the stones with Philippe on top. 

“What in God’s name do you think you’re doing?” 

The hood had fallen back in the short struggle, revealing a 
handsome, even-featured face, without scar or blemish, and the 
most astounding leaf-green eyes Philippe had ever seen. Extremely 
angry eyes, certainly, but beautiful nonetheless. 

“Whatever it is that troubles you, monsieur, it can’t be as bad 
as all that!” Philippe pleaded desperately. “There is always 
something that can be done! Let me help you, or help you find 
someone who can. You mustn’t despair so!” 

The green eyes blinked, anger replaced by confusion, and then 
the man did something odd. He let out a sharp, hoarse bark of 
laughter. 

“Monsieur?” 

“Oh...sweet saints,” the man struggled to speak through his 
laughter, rubbing a hand over the side of his face. “You thought I 
was about to leap to my death. Poor man. Oh, dear.” He pulled in a 
deep breath and composed himself. “I suppose I should thank you 
for your intentions. Though I must say, your manners are 
dreadful.” 

“T beg your pardon?” 

“Stretching out atop a man half-dressed without so much as an 
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introduction.” 

Philippe scrambled off, willing to set loose his prisoner since 
he apparently was not intent on suicide. “I’m so sorry, monsieur. 
Did I hurt you?” 

“Ah, no. Not the word I would choose.” A brief flash of white 
teeth gleamed in the dim light. “And still no introduction?” 

“T am Philippe d’ Anjou, monsieur.” 

“You needn’t call me that.” The man sat up. “I am no one’s 
lord. Not any longer. My name is Etienne.” 

Philippe plunked down on the stones, easing his leg. “So if you 
didn’t come up here to take your life, why did you climb the 
stairs?” 

“Tt’s a lovely view.” 

“I’m certain it is during the day, mon—Etienne, but it’s nearly 
dark now.” 

Etienne shrugged. “The view is still lovely. As if one sailed a 
dark sea on a tall ship, high up in the rigging.” He stood and 
Philippe tensed when he wandered back to the ledge, but it was 
only to stroke the back of one of the stone monsters crouched 
there. “And I come to visit with my gargoyle friends.” 

“Ah.” Philippe retrieved his crutch and struggled to stand. Four 
of the monsters decorated the ledge, all similar enough in style and 
type to have been carved by the same hand. They were odd 
monsters, not like the other dragon-esque ones decorating the 
cathedral. Though their hands and feet ended in claws, and they 
possessed both wings and horns, their faces were human and 
handsome. “These aren’t gargoyles, you know.” 

“Oh?” 

“The gargouilles, they are partially hollow, and serve as 
waterspouts. These are only decorative and are called grotesques.” 
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Etienne’s nose wrinkled in an oddly endearing expression. “I 
would...rather not call them that.” He eyed Philippe’s crutch. “Do 
you need help back down the stairs?” 

“No, thank you. P’ll manage without falling on my face.” 

“Good. Would be a shame to mar such a comely face.” 

Thankful for the dim light, Philippe felt the flush start up from 
his heart and rush to his hairline. “Ah. Hmm. Well, if you’re truly 
not set on harming yourself?” 

“You have my word.” 

He sketched Etienne a half-bow. “Then I will bid you good 
evening and leave you to your view.” 

He was nearly to the stairs when the deep, soft voice called to 
him. 

“Philippe?” 

“Yes?” 

“Tm here most evenings after dark. If you...that is, you’d be 
welcome. It would be a relief to have someone with whom to 
converse.” 

“TI keep it in mind.” Philippe shivered when their eyes met 
and he encountered such lonely hunger, he feared he might be 
devoured. “Until then, Etienne.” 


x * * 


“You would tell me I’m a fool, no doubt,” Étienne said to the 
gargoyle beside him. He leaned his head against the stone 
shoulder. “You’d most likely be speaking truth. I don’t even know 
if you can hear me anymore, Henri.” 

His skin still hummed from the too-brief contact with Philippe. 
Other than his bad leg, the painter’s body had been hard packed, 
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perfectly proportioned muscle, and the press of it against his had 
made Etienne’s heart stutter. With his golden hair glinting in the 
last light of day, he had seemed a sudden flurry of angelic glory. 
Madness. He had imagined the other man’s reaction to him. Even 
under normal circumstances, proposing a liaison of any sort could 
be dangerous if Philippe proved inimical to the idea. 

Present circumstances were anything but normal. 


x x * 


The next evening, Philippe returned to the cathedral after 
supper and made the laborious climb up the tower stairs with a 
small bag at his back. He told himself it was absurd, starting 
something he could never finish, with a young lord, no less. But 
Étienne had seemed so in need, perhaps he could at least offer 
companionship. 

He smiled to see the cloaked figure at his vigil again by the 
statue. The young lord had expected him, then, and had been 
waiting for him. 

“Étienne,” he called softly, and waited for him to turn before he 
approached. He held up the bag. “T ve brought us walnuts, if you’d 
like to share them with me.” 

Philippe settled to the stones and opened the bag, letting 
Etienne come to him as he would a shy, skittish cat. 

“That’s...very kind of you.” Etienne sat across from him and 
threw his hood back. “I don’t know if...if I can eat.” 

“Are you unwell?” 

“Ah, not in the usual sense.” 

With a shrug, Philippe took one of the walnuts in his right hand 
and cracked it open against his palm. “If you feel you can, you are 
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welcome. I'll set some aside for you, in any case. Perhaps you’ ll 
want them later.” 

Etienne watched him in apparent fascination. “Perhaps. You 
have wondrous strong hands.” 

“They serve me well,” Philippe said with a shy smile. 

“Were you always a painter?” Etienne took up a walnut half 
and nibbled at it. 

“I was raised to it. My father, my uncles, all mixed pigments 
and painted.” Philippe glanced up at the sliver of moon, peeping 
over the cathedral stones. “But when I was fourteen, I was 
conscripted. I spent a number of years soldiering.” 

“They forced you into service? Lame as you are?” 

“Etienne,” Philippe said gently. “I wasn’t always lame.” 

“Ah? Oh...it happened on campaign, then.” Etienne put down 
the walnut half, apparently unable to stomach it. 

“Yes.” Philippe forced his jaw to unclench. 

“So, tell me. Some things beg to be told.” Etienne took up an 
unshelled walnut. “And show me how you do that.” 

Philippe obliged, showing him how to crack the walnut along 
its seam against the heel of his hand. “I went with King Philip’s 
army on the Aragonese Crusade. It was at the Battle of Col de 
Panissars. We were...destroyed.” 

Etienne’s dark brows drew together. “I thought the dauphin had 
negotiated safe passage then.” 

“For himself and the royal family, yes.” Philippe fought, and 
lost, against the bitter edge to his voice. “For us? No. A large part 
of the army had already been stricken with dysentery. We were 
dragging ourselves through the pass, just trying to limp home. We 
were in retreat. God save us, we thought they would let us go.” 

“Apparently not.” 
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“No. The first attack came from the Almogavars. They hurled 
their javelins at the horses, not the soldiers. Horrible thing to do, 
but effective. They swept down on us, half of us in no shape to 
fight at all. The screams...” 

“Philippe...” Etienne put a hand on his knee. “Forgive me. You 
needn’t tell me more.” 

“There’s not much more to tell. By the time Roger of Lauria’s 
forces attacked, we were decimated. It was a rout. A 
warhorse...fell on me.” Philippe patted the hand on his knee. “The 
leg never recovered.” 

“T shouldn’t have asked. I am sorry.” 

“No, no, it’s past. Only three years ago, but something from 
another life it seems.” He found his fingers curling around 
Etienne’s long, slender ones. The hand on his knee did not pull 
away. “I have returned to my former life, which brings me joy.” 

“Tt must be wonderful. To create.” 

The deep voice vibrated straight to Philippe’s groin. “Yes. It 
is.” His thumb stroked over Etienne’s fingers, as if he no longer 
controlled his own hands. “So why are you here in Amiens? You 
don’t sound local.” 

“I came with my friends.” Etienne waved his free hand at the 
statues. He pointed to the one on the far left. “That is Guiscard.” 
Then he indicated the next. “And Henri. And Jehann. And Roul.” 

“Are you a sculptor? Did you make them?” 

“No. Though I suppose you could say I am responsible for their 
creation.” Etienne’s hand turned, palm up, his fingers closing 
convulsively around Philippe’s. “Bishop Guillaume saw them on a 
tour of an ancient fortress in Languedoc. He ordered them brought 
here.” 

“So far from home. Is that your home as well?” 
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“Yes.” 

He felt the tremble along Etienne’s arm and the man’s suffering 
pierced his heart. He must be homesick, so far from family and all 
he knows. Philippe leaned over and placed a soft kiss on Etienne’s 
forehead. It was meant as a friendly gesture, an offer of comfort, 
but the long, shuddering sigh from Etienne spoke of longings 
Philippe was afraid to name. 

“Philippe,” the young lord’s voice rasped. “Do you have a 
wife? A betrothed? Had one?” 

“No. Never.” 

“At your age?” Etienne searched his face and shook his head. 
He reached out to brush a curl back from Philippe’s forehead. “But 
I am a lout. You’ve worked all day and must be tired. I should not 
keep you from your rest.” 

“It’s restful up here,” Philippe murmured, unable to keep his 
eyes from Etienne’s full lips as he spoke. “I needn’t go down yet.” 

Etienne undid the clasp of his cloak and, with a flourish, pulled 
it from his shoulders to spread the heavy velvet-lined wool on the 
stones. “Lie down with me, then. We will rest and watch the stars 
turn and my cloak will keep you warm.” 

The ease with which Etienne slid into commands was telling. 
Gentle commands, but it was clear to Philippe that this man had 
spent most of his life being obeyed. Who are you? Why are you 
here? 

He moved over onto the cloak before he had a chance to think 
too much. “Tf I lie down with you, will you at least tell me why 
you were so unhappy yester eve?” 

Etienne stretched out on his side atop his half of the cloak, 
propped on one elbow. “What makes you think I’m not unhappy 
now?” 
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“You may be still, but at the very least, you haven’t snarled at 
me this evening.” He lay down, mirror image to his roof 
companion. “Do you need help, Etienne?” 

“No.” Etienne reached over him and pulled up the edge of the 
cloak to wrap around Philippe’s legs. “No one can help me, though 
you are kind to ask.” His hand settled on Philippe’s hip. It felt as if 
festival banners of light streamed out from those fingers. 

They were silent a long moment, drinking in each other’s 
breaths. Careful, so careful, the two of us. We have both been 
singed before, that much any fool could see. 

“Etienne...” 

“You don’t want me to touch you?” 

Philippe licked dry lips. “They say it’s a sin to lie with another 
man.” 

“They?” 

“The church...the holy fathers.” 

“So you believe in God, do you?” Etienne pulled him closer. 
Only a hand span separated their faces. 

“As much as the next man, I suppose.” 

Etienne’s soft laugh vibrated through the contact of his hand. 
“Now there’s an interesting evasion.” 

He stroked up to Philippe’s waist. His cock twitched at the 
touch. He closed his eyes, willing his heart to slow. “One needs to 
be cautious about what one says. And to whom.” 

“And what one does, and to whom,” Etienne’s whisper 
trembled. “Philippe, I won’t hurt you. Only let me hold you. I’ve 
been alone so long. I think you may have been, too.” 

To give someone comfort is not a sin. Not that I have heeded 
the admonishment against that particular sin well at all. 

Philippe put a hand on the doublet-clad shoulder and pressed 


16 


FORTUNE’S SHARP ADVERSITY 


Etienne onto his back. He curled close and rested his head on 
Etienne’s broad shoulder. “You’re shaking. Are you chilled?” 

“Only on the inside. Forgive me.” 

The arms wrapped around Philippe were lean and hard. A wiser 
man might have been afraid, alone on a rooftop with a man whose 
identity and sanity could not be confirmed. Instead of fear, warmth 
stole over him, a sense of profound peace settling in his belly as 
they matched breaths. 

He closed his eyes... 

“Philippe.” Soft lips brushed his eyelids. 

He blinked and stirred. “Oh. I fell asleep?” 

“I did tell you that you looked tired.” Etienne’s white teeth 
shone like marble in the moonlight. 

‘T m so sorry. I came up here to keep you company.” 

“And so you did.” Etienne’s arms tightened around him in a 
hard hug. “I have seldom had better company. Thank you. But 
now, I fear, you should seek your bed. I have kept you from it too 
long. Second Vigils has begun.” 

“Come down with me. PII see you to your lodgings.” 

Etienne helped him up and shook out his cloak before resettling 
it on his shoulders. “Thank you, no. I will stay up here awhile and 
think about when next you decide to come keep me company.” 

“Adieu, Etienne.” Philippe brushed a knuckle over his jaw. 
“Until next time.” 

The enveloping warmth still wrapped him close, all the way 
down the stairs. 


FORTUNE’S SHARP ADVERSITY 


CHAPTER 3 


MIDNIGHT 


Next time proved to be the following evening. Philippe found it 
impossible to bear the thought of staying away. He labored up the 
stairs a few minutes before sunset, thinking to surprise his new 
friend and be there before him, but Etienne was already there. He 
knelt on the stones beside the statue he had named Henri, his cloak 
pooled around him. With his arms wrapped tight around his ribs, 
he drew breath in desperate, shuddering gulps. 

“Etienne!” Philippe rushed to him and flung himself down 
beside him. His heart nearly broke when Etienne leaned against 
him, trusting his weight to Philippe. “You're ill. Let me help you 
down from here. Fetch a doctor or one of the learned fathers for 


” 


you. 
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“No!” The word shot out, harsh and rasping. Etienne buried his 
face against Philippe’s throat, his voice softening. “No, please. It 
will pass.” 

Philippe fought exasperation. “Lie down, then. Lay your head 
in my lap.” 

“There, you see,” Etienne said through clenched teeth. “It’s 
much improved already.” 

Silence fell between them while Etienne’s shivering slowed. 
He uncurled far enough to take Philippe’s hand. “I have...fits. 
Every evening before sunset. I would prefer you not come up so 
early.” 

The falling sickness? One of Philippe’s cousins had been 
afflicted. He understood why Etienne might wish to protect his 
pride, but he had never heard of someone with attacks at the same 
time each day. Each day... 

“Etienne?” He tried to keep the horror from his voice. “You 
haven’t been living up here, have you?” 

Etienne cleared his throat and sat up, though residual shivers 
still ran the length of his body. 

“You have. My God.” Philippe shook his head. “With your fine 
clothes, I never thought you would be living roofless. This can’t be 
good for you.” 

“It’s not so dreadful,” Etienne said, his voice muffled against 
his knees. 

“Why, Tien? What do you hide from?” 

“T can’t tell you that.” 

“You have no reason to trust me, I know.” Philippe rested a 
hand on his shoulder. “But there doesn’t seem to be anyone else.” 

“Mon ange, I think I trust you more than any other. You wear 
your thoughts on your face. But some secrets are not mine alone.” 
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Philippe tried a guess, the one he thought most likely. “You 
have a lover? You hide from his family?” 

A bitter laugh, sharp as falling glass, tore from Etienne. “If 
only it were so simple! No. I have had no lover in...several years. I 
simply can’t tell you.” He turned suddenly and seized Philippe’s 
hands. “But you must promise me never to come up here before 
sunset, and never stay past midnight.” 

“But I” 

“Promise me!” 

He knew nothing of this man beyond the fact that he was in 
difficult circumstances and in pain. He owed him no fealty, no 
loyalty, and yet he heard himself say, “On my heart, I promise.” 

“Good. Thank you.” The tension eased from Etienne’s jaw. His 
thumbs stroked the backs of Philippe’s hands. “What shall we do 
this evening, eh? If we were at my home, I could court you 
properly, with lute and song and poems scratched out in my 
atrocious hand.” 

Philippe couldn’t stop the laugh that slipped from him. “Is that 
what you’re doing? Courting me?” 

A little smile quirked a corner of Etienne’s mouth. “I did say I 
wasn’t doing it properly.” 

“Ah, well, as long as we’re set on impropriety.” He leaned in 
carefully, as if Etienne might startle like a wild stag, and brushed 
his lips over that upturned corner. 

Long fingers clutched Philippe’s hands tight and Etienne’s 
breath caught, short and sharp. “Philippe...” 

Not accustomed to being pursued, are you? He freed a hand to 
cup Etienne’s face, steadying him and making his intentions clear. 
The fathomless longing in those green eyes threatened to stop his 
heart. Whatever the cause of Etienne’s troubles, he couldn’t 
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imagine that this wry, gentle man was a murderer or a thief, and a 
heretic would hardly seek sanctuary in a church. “There will be an 
answer, Tien. Whatever troubles you, there is a solution for 
everything.” 

“So simple for you to say.” 

Philippe’s brow creased. The man had no inkling when to stop 
talking sometimes. He slid his hand back and tangled his fingers in 
the thick mass of Etienne’s fawn-brown hair. By rights, Etienne 
should have smelled terrible, and had a few days’ worth of beard, 
but it wasn’t so. Smooth skin met his lips when he feathered kisses 
along that strong jaw, a hint of clove and anise clinging to Etienne. 

With a hesitant nuzzle, Etienne turned his head, and searched 
after Philippe’s lips, capturing them finally in soft nudges, holding 
them hostage with a swift succession of tender assaults. 

Bonfire sparks leaped in Philippe’s veins. He let go a ragged 
moan and wrapped Etienne tight in his arms. Etienne’s arms slid 
around him in answer, his strength stealing Philippe’s breath in a 
rib-creaking embrace. The hard muscles spoke of arms accustomed 
to heavy exercise. A nobleman, but not a soft one. This one can 
wield a sword. 

The tip of Etienne’s tongue licked along Philippe’s lips, 
pleading for entrance. He opened to the wordless request, sucking 
Etienne within the heat of his mouth. Their tongues dueled, the 
kiss turning fierce, hands roaming over backs and shoulders, both 
of them panting through their nostrils like rutting bulls. 

Etienne pulled back first with a soft laugh. “Did you neglect to 
have supper this evening? You threaten to devour me whole.” 

“A different sort of hunger.” Philippe combed his fingers 
through Etienne’s hair, pleased when his eyes closed and he leaned 
his head against Philippe’s hand. “Do you wish for...more?” 
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“Perhaps.” Etienne stroked Philippe’s arm in slow circles, 
raising goose flesh along his skin. “Perhaps soon.” 

“But not tonight.” 

Etienne shook his head, still gulping for air. His all-too- 
infrequent smile flashed. “We are courting, after all.” 

“Ah. So, you would sing to me?” 

Etienne turned, his arm around Philippe’s waist, so they could 
both look out over the darkening city. “Have you read Guiraut de 
Bornelh?” 

A laugh caught in Philippe’s throat. “Tien, I’m not some 
monastery-raised boy. I can’t read.” 

“Oh. Of course. But you have heard his songs?” 

“Yes.” 

The tones of Etienne’s singing proved as rich and clear as his 
speaking voice as he sang... 


To wake delight once more 
That’s been too long asleep, 
And worth that’s exiled deep 

To gather and restore: 

These thoughts I’ve laboured for 


Philippe drank in the notes, a thirsty man after a long drought, 
but the meaning of the words seeped through as well. “You needn’t 
be so poetic to tell me you’ ve suffered from loneliness.” 

Etienne shrugged. “There is that. But it’s more that I live in 
regret. I recall what was, and all I’ve lost. The pain of being left to 
remember, with nothing but remembrance, it stabs at me a bit more 
each day.” 

“You are an odd, melancholy man.” Philippe kissed his cheek 
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and twined their fingers together. That night, they sat watching the 
flickers of lamplight and candlelight blossom throughout the city, 
miniature flaming water lilies on a dark sea, singing snatches of 
songs to each other and snatching kisses, until Etienne sent him to 
bed, well before midnight. 

Philippe resolved to be patient. Each time they met, Etienne 
gave a sliver more of himself. Soon, he would have the whole of it, 
and then he could set about helping Etienne set things right. 
Whatever those things might be. 


* x x 


By God, he’s all I ever dreamed of. Étienne watched his painter 
limp to the stairs to begin his slow descent. Bright intelligence 
coupled with gentle wit—perhaps Philippe couldn’t write in Latin 
or discuss symposia, but he absorbed everything he heard with 
good sense. He was obviously a brave man, too, neither cowed by 
titles nor broken by adversity. And that handsome face, those 
broad, strong hands... 

If only Philippe had been by his side before disaster struck. 
Things would have gone differently, of that he was certain. What 
am I to do now? My heart grows attached and it cannot and I must 
not break his. Oh, my brothers, what have I done? 


x * x 


For nearly a sennight after their first kiss, Philippe pressed for 
little more. They spoke of their childhoods, their families, (though 
Étienne carefully avoided names) and the indignities of life on 
campaign. Though the heated kisses left Philippe breathless, his 


23 


FORTUNE’S SHARP ADVERSITY 


cock aching, Etienne always pulled back if he tried to further his 
advances. His frustration grew with each passing day, but he 
refused to take what was not given freely. 

Not that he believed himself capable of overpowering Etienne. 
He had perhaps a half-span of height advantage, and greater 
breadth of shoulder, but the other man had two good legs and 
would have the leverage he lacked. 

“This is more like home,” Etienne said one unseasonably warm 
night. 

“What was home?’ Philippe raised his hand to kiss his 
knuckles. “A manor house? A castle?” 

“An aging fortress, a chateau long in my family. Moldering old 
place...” 

“But still home.” 

Etienne’ s voice dropped to a spare whisper. “It was.” 

Damn my questions. I’ve upset him. He pulled Etienne’s head 
to his shoulder, stroking his hair. “Were there sheep?” 

“Pardon?” 

“T like the sight of sheep on a hillside. White bits of cloud 
dotting the landscape. You said once that you lived up in the hill 
country. There must have been sheep.” 

“Sheep. Yes. Very pastoral. My father wanted us all to learn 
animal husbandry. Much of my family’s money came from wool, 
after all. But then he died and the flocks were stricken with pox, 
almost as if one led to the other.” 

“That’s an odd fancy.” 

Etienne shrugged and slid down onto his back with his head in 
Philippe’s lap. “Perhaps. But his death was the beginning of my 
family’s decline.” 

“How old were you when your father died?” 
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“Eight.” 

Philippe slid an arm under him and lifted his head and 
shoulders up for a bruising kiss. Desperation colored the kiss, not 
all of it Philippe’s. Teeth clashed in their hunger, lips devouring. 
Etienne pulled Philippe’s bottom lip into his mouth for a hard suck. 

“Tien...Tien...” His fingers tugged at the laces of Etienne’s 
doublet. “I need you. Please don’t send me away unfulfilled 
again.” 

Etienne stared up at him, his amazement evident even in the 
moonlight. “Mon ange, has it been so terrible? Have I truly caused 
you such distress?” 

“More discomfort, ’d say.” Philippe managed a smile. He was 
trying to pull Etienne out of his dark mood, not plunge him back 
into it. He feathered kisses over Etienne’s jaw. “Quite a bit of that. 
I go to bed on fire each night. It’s a wonder the refectory hasn’t 
burned down.” 

Etienne’s fingers traced the pulse point of his throat. “Shall we 
burn the cathedral down instead?” 

“If we are careful...” Philippe caught the wandering hand and 
pressed his lips to Etienne’s palm. “It should not come to that.” 

For a moment more, Etienne still stared up at him. Then he 
surged to his feet and fumbled the clasp free from his cloak. The 
heavy cloth crumpled around his feet like a downed bird, wings 
spread out in disarray from its plummet. His eyes pinned Philippe 
where he sat as he undid his doublet’s laces with hard, methodical 
tugs. 

“T would not cause you pain, mon ange.” 

“You are too kind,” Philippe rasped out as the leather doublet 
hit the stones. If he thought for even a moment that Etienne did this 
out of pity, he would have departed on the instant. But the 
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moonlight only served to reveal the passion shining in his eyes. 
This was no act of pity. 

Etienne bent to remove a boot, hopping on one foot and 
looking ready to topple. 

“Sit down, Tien.” Philippe pointed to the block of undressed 
stone behind him. “Let me.” 

Panting, Etienne sat hard. Philippe crawled the few feet to him, 
easier than struggling to his feet, their eyes never breaking contact. 
He took the boot at the sole and behind the heel and drew it off 
with one sharp tug. The other boot followed, and then Philippe let 
his palms trace up the outsides of Etienne’s hard-muscled thighs. 

“While I’m down here, I may as well do the rest, don’t you 
think?” 

Etienne only nodded, eyes wide. Philippe slid his fingers up to 
the slit in Etienne’s braies beside his right hip and tugged the tie 
free for his hose. Slowly, relishing each curve of muscle, he rolled 
the fine wool down and stopped to kiss Etienne’s instep when he 
pulled it from his foot. 

With a huff of breath, Etienne found his voice again. “This is 
most certainly not right or fair.” 

Philippe looked up from where he licked the back of Etienne’s 
knee. “What might that be?” 

“Here I sit in next to nothing while you are entirely too 
dressed.” 

“Oh, I think that’s easily remedied.” Philippe steadied himself 
on Etienne’s knee so he could stand. He had stayed off the scaffold 
for a full three days and could straighten his leg far enough to 
balance on the ball of his right foot. 

Etienne held out a hand as if to steady him, but Philippe 
wagged a warning finger at him and the hand retreated. His simple 
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clothes were far easier to manage than Etienne’s. He tugged his 
tunic off over his head. When his shirt followed, Etienne sucked in 
a breath and let it out on a soft moan. He undid the drawstring on 
his braies and let the rest of his things fall to the stones under their 
own weight, hose and all. 

“You are...magnificent,” Etienne whispered. 

Careful not to overbalance, Philippe sketched a half-bow, hand 
over his heart. “I thank you, monsieur. Though the moonlight lends 
even a fencepost magic, and I’m certain you would put me to 
shame. If you were to ever undress.” 

A short, soft laugh rewarded his teasing. Odd how his blood 
heated at the simple sound. Etienne whipped off his remaining 
clothes with unseemly haste. When he stood, the same word 
occurred to Philippe. Magnificent. 

With his thick fall of hair cascading past bare shoulders and the 
moonlight turning his sculpted physique to alabaster, Etienne 
seemed a statue of an ancient, pagan god come to life. Even in the 
chill night air, his cock stood pillar straight from his body, inviting 
Philippe to take hold. 

He accepted the invitation, lightning sparks flying up his arm 
when his fingers closed around Etienne. With the cock as a hilt, he 
pulled Etienne to him and pressed his lips to one broad shoulder. 

“You’re shaking,” Philippe murmured in concern. 

“What choice but to tremble in the glow of such beauty?” 

He wrapped Etienne in a tender embrace. “Who are you 
reciting now?” 

“No one I know of.” 

“Ah. A poet, as well, then.” 

“Hardly that.” Etienne stroked his ribs, and then slid around to 
describe slow circles down his back. 
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Philippe bit back a gasp when those wonderfully large hands 
cupped his backside, kneading the shivering muscles. “Tien...” 

“Now you’re shaking.” Etienne placed soft, sucking kisses 
along his throat. “Perhaps we should lie down.” 

Head spinning, Philippe managed a strangled grunt that Etienne 
apparently took as affirmation. He slid down Philippe’s body, 
trailing kisses as he went. One hand snaked behind him to gather 
up his cloak while the other stayed on Philippe’s hip to steady him. 
He leaned in to run his tongue up the underside of Philippe’s cock. 

Philippe’s knees threatened to buckle as the summer lightning 
heat ripped through him. Etienne caught him beneath his elbows 
and eased him down to sit beside him on the cloak. His knuckles 
traced a gentle curve on Philippe’s cheek. “I should not do this...” 

“Why, Tien? What is it you should not do?” 

“T should not bind you any closer to me. There is no benefit for 
you, no time I can grant you but these short hours each night.” 

“And I have nothing to give you but myself.” Philippe combed 
his fingers through the flaxen field of Etienne’s hair. “I am 
content.” 

He lay down with his head in Etienne’s lap, gazing up at that 
worried, handsome face. You won’t tell me your secrets, my friend, 
So it’s time to stop talking. With a soft moan, he turned his face to 
nuzzle at Etienne’s erection. He grasped the base and rolled the 
foreskin back gently with his lips, tonguing the slit while Etienne 
sucked in a hard breath and clutched at his shoulder. 

The scent of clove was stronger here, mingling with musk, a 
combination that made his mouth water. Curious, that Etienne was 
so clean, so well groomed. He must have some rabbit hole where 
he bathes and shaves during the day. He let his lips slide down the 
shaft, velvet over granite, describing lazy patterns over soft skin 
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with his tongue as he went. A moan vibrated around his mouthful 
when Etienne wrapped long fingers around his cock, teasing him in 
slow strokes. 

“Philippe.” The tortured whisper brought his gaze up. Etienne 
had squeezed his eyes shut. 

“Hmm?” 

“T won’t be long if you continue this way.” 

Philippe lifted his head and took a chill-hardened nipple 
between his teeth. He worried at it, gaining a deep moan from 
Etienne, and then licked the pebbled skin. “You’re not meant to 
endure, mon cher. You’re meant to feel, to enjoy, to soar.” 

“To soar...” Etienne’s voice hitched. 

What wound have I hit upon now? Rather than ask, he returned 
to the beautiful, thick erection waiting for him and plunged his 
mouth down to the root, burying his nose in Etienne’s nest of dark 
curls. Etienne cried out, hips rising to meet him, but he made no 
more protests. His hands undertook a more serious assault on 
Philippe instead, pumping his aching cock in one tight fist and 
pressing into the sensitive spot behind his balls with the other. 

Philippe groaned, squirming, as the lightning flashes through 
his groin came faster and harder. J will be consumed by the storm, 
left a pile of ash scattered on the winds. He sucked harder, 
desperate to take Etienne with him into the whirlwind. He met with 
no resistance. Etienne thrust into his eager mouth with wild 
abandon, short, keening cries torn from him. The sound sent 
Philippe’s passion leaping onto the winds, his cries muffled around 
Etienne’s cock as his orgasm thundered through him. The first 
volley of his delight seemed to grant Etienne release as well. His 
hips stilled, muscles trembling as the first offering of his seed hit 
Philippe’s tongue. Salt and sweet and Tien, Philippe lapped and 
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sucked, unwilling to waste a single drop. 

Etienne collapsed beside him on the cloak, panting. “Mon 
ange...thank you.” 

“You mustn’t thank me,” Philippe said as he gathered Etienne 
in his arms. “That makes it sound as if I did it unwilling or with 
reluctance.” 

“I suppose,” Etienne said on a stifled yawn. 

“Sleep a while, Tien.” Philippe placed a soft, searching kiss on 
his lips. “I’m right beside you.” 

“Not past midnight,” Etienne mumbled against Philippe’s 
chest. “Mustn’t sleep long...” 

Philippe stroked his back, listening to his breaths growing even 
and slow. He finds me beautiful. Even as I am. It seemed ages 
since someone had looked past his crippled leg, past the crutch to 
gaze on him with lust rather than pity. The enveloping glow in the 
wake of that conflagration of desire left him content and...less 
empty. 

While a twinge of guilt niggled at him since they had engaged 
in carnal relations on the roof of God’s house, he was a practical 
man. If God had truly objected, he could have struck them down, 
after all. Silently, for he was no fool, he often thought that the 
church’s teachings had more to do with serving the church than 
serving God. How could it be wrong, two people coming together 
in selfless wonder to bring each other joy? The thought of theft or 
cruelty or sloth, those things felt wrong, but not this. 

He settled Etienne’s head more comfortably in the hollow of 
his shoulder and let himself drowse, replete and warm. 


* * x 
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The bell at the nearby refectory tolled. Philippe twitched 
awake, heart hammering. Midnight. Damn. 

“Tien, wake up, mon cher.” He shook his companion by the 
arm. “I didn’t intend to let you sleep so long. Forgive m—” 

Etienne shot up from a sound sleep, crouched on the stones, 
wild-eyed and panting. “God save us,” he whispered. His hands 
shook like winter leaves as he gathered up their clothes in frantic 
haste. He shoved Philippe’s things into his lap. “Go! Now, before 
it is too late!” 

Philippe struggled to remove himself from the cloak Etienne 
tried to yank out from under him. “If you’re in some difficulty, let 
me help you! For God’s sake, Tien, is someone threatening you?” 

His clothes clutched to his chest, Etienne let out a frustrated 
moan. “You can’t be here. Philippe, please, please go. I won’t 
come to any harm, I promise.” 

Without another word, he hurried off to the other side of the 
roof, behind a pile of undressed stone. Philippe stared after him, as 
stunned as if he had been hammer-struck. He pulled on his clothes, 
hardly feeling his own hands. To be dismissed so bluntly, as if he 
were no more than an irritant...obviously he had mistaken 
Etienne’s growing fondness for him. 

He found his crutch and lurched to his feet, his heart no more 
than a lump of lead, heavy against his breastbone. Not about to 
prolong his humiliation, he started toward the stairs. He managed 
three wavering steps before a terrible sound arrested him, a long 
tearing as if giant claws rent flesh. 

“Tien?” 

A muffled gurgling answered him, followed by sickening 
cracks he knew too well as breaking bones. 

“Tien!” All slights forgotten, he scrambled to the stone barrier 
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behind which Etienne had hidden. What he thought to do if his 
lover had been attacked, he didn’t stop to think. He only thought of 
saving Etienne. 

The dreadful sounds abated as he rounded the corner of the 
stone pile. Soft whimpers replaced them. Philippe hurried, ready to 
beat off all comers with his crutch and take Etienne’s broken body 
in his arms. 

Nothing in his wildest imaginings could have prepared him for 
the sight that greeted him. 

A monstrous shape crouched panting on the stones, curled 
around its knees. In the shadow of the stone, Philippe had a horror- 
stricken impression of horns, claws, and wings before he 
scrambled back. 

“Holy Virgin save me,” he whispered as he stumbled and fell 
hard on the stones. 

The monster uncoiled from behind the stone barrier, at least a 
full span taller than himself. It shook its head, curled horns glinting 
in the moonlight. With a tortured groan, it spread scarlet wings, the 
terrifying wingspan broad enough to cover a farmer’s market cart. 

Philippe knew he had lost his chance to escape. He would die 
now. In that moment of utter despair, he rediscovered his courage. 

He sat up, crutch held in both hands like a staff. “What have 
you done with Etienne, demon?” 

The monster flexed its claws and tossed its head again. But 
instead of rushing to tear him to pieces, it did an odd thing. It sat 
on the stones and buried its face in its hands. 

“Mon ange,” it choked out in a gravelly bass. “I am Etienne.” 
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CHAPTER 4 


BLOOD AND STONE 


“This...can’t be,” Philippe whispered. 

“So I told myself, as well.” Tears fell between clawed fingers. 
“T never wished for you to see me this way. You...I wanted never 
to see that look of horror in your eyes.” 

“Tien? Is it truly you?” 

“Shall I recite for you so you know me? Sing for you? A Dieu 
quemant amouretes, perhaps?” The deep voice cracked and broke. 

Philippe crawled to him slowly, light-headed from shock. 
“Tien...” The monster lifted its head and Philippe found himself 
staring into tear-blurred eyes the color of summer leaves. “It...it is 
you. This is what you wouldn’t tell me? This horror you endure 
every night? Alone?” 
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“To see your desire transformed into revulsion, I could 
not...cannot bear it.” A clawed hand reached for him, quickly 
snatched back. 

“T see.” Philippe shook his head, suddenly weary and angry. “I 
thought you had laid your trust in me.” 

“You don’t understand. How could you?” 

“Oh, I understand well enough, poor uneducated man that I am. 
You told me nothing of your plight, of this sorcery laid on you, 
refused to trust me with your pain, out of pride. Out of vanity.” He 
gathered his crutch under his arm and heaved himself to his feet. 
“This was not well done, Etienne. Not at all.” 

“Philippe! Please! Don’t abandon me!” The huge wings 
fluttered in agitation. “I know I have hurt you.” 

“I have much to think on.” Philippe gingerly touched the 
clawed hand reaching for him. Warm. I thought it would be cold. 
“Tt’s late, I am angry, and I can say things I regret when I am tired 
and unhappy. I know where to find you when I next need to, eh?” 

The horned head bowed. “Yes.” 

“Etienne, I will not abandon you. The first time I spoke to you, 
I swore to myself I would find a way to help you. But you must 
allow me time to...adjust to this.” 

“Of course.” A heavy sigh escaped that monstrous body, so 
much Tien’s that Philippe nearly relented to go to him. 

“Goodnight, Tien,” he managed in a softer tone as he moved 
away again. Halfway to the steps, he stopped again. “Are you safe 
here? Does something threaten you?” 

“No.” Etienne’s new voice held a bitter note. “Only my own 
stupidity. I am safe.” 

“Good...good.” Philippe forced himself to leave, one slow stair 
descent at a time. He needed to think, to absorb. Dear God, he 
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needed to sleep. Exhaustion trembled through his limbs by the time 
he reached the bottom stair. 

He had thought Etienne kept secrets from him because of some 
complicated intrigue. Nobles often embroiled themselves in such 
things. To find out it was nothing of the sort, that there were no 
lurking enemies, no agents of the crown searching for him, was... 

Disappointing. 

With bitter amusement, he realized he had entertained absurd 
heroic notions of rescuing Etienne. He crawled into his blankets at 
the refectory, anger still pooled in his stomach, but now he 
understood better the source. Yes, Etienne should have told him. 
To allow such intimacies and still keep such secrets was 
unconscionable. But in the main, his anger was at himself, anger at 
his panic upon seeing Etienne’s transformation, anger over his 
humiliation, and his romantic fancies. 

He had just witnessed something of great wonder, an event that 
should not have been possible, and he had acted as a lover betrayed 
rather than a sensible friend. Etienne had much to explain, 
certainly, but he could have stayed and coaxed the explanation 
from him. 

I am a fool, and worse than fool. He supposed the 
transformation reversed at dawn, though, since no one had ever 
mentioned a monster lurking in the half-finished tower. He would 
go back in the morning, when both he and Tien would be calmer, 
and ask for the full explanation then. 

Human enemies, he might have helped with, but this strange 
magic? He had no notion where to begin. 


x x x 
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Peering over the edge of the tower, Etienne’s gaze followed 
Philippe’s every limping step to the refectory. 

“You broke your promise.” 

Even as he tried on the words and the anger like a newly 
bought doublet, he knew they were an ill fit. Philippe had not 
broken his promises willfully. He had done the natural thing and 
fallen asleep in his lover’s arms, sweetly trusting. There had been 
no malice in his letting Etienne sleep, and Etienne had never 
intended to sleep so long. It was the first time he had slept at all 
since...before. 

He glanced up at the statue on his right. “Jehann, you would 
have known the right time to explain. You were all my betters, 
ever and always. I wish you would tell me what I’m to do now.” 

But the stone gargoyle remained mute, staring sightless out 
over the city. Etienne climbed onto the low parapet, clawed feet 
gripping the limestone. He leapt, plummeting earthward. 

As the ground rushed to meet him, his wings snapped open. 
Their great span captured the air beneath them and snatched him 
skyward. With a slow stroke of dragon pinions, he rose above the 
city for his nightly flight. 


* * * 


The next morning was the town’s market day. None of the 
cathedral’ s workmen would be expected before noon on such days, 
since this would be the only opportunity during the week to 
purchase certain necessities. 

Philippe decided not to wait until dusk to climb the tower 
stairs. He had no idea where Étienne normally spent his days, but 
he felt if he went early enough, he might find him still in his 
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rooftop residence. 

“Tien?” he called softly as he gained the roof. 

No scarlet-cloaked figure graced the tower’s edge, nor lay in 
slumber anywhere in sight. He searched in vain among the piles of 
building stone, and then came to stand beside Etienne’ s statues. 

“Where is he?” he murmured to the one Etienne had named 
Henri. Of course, the handsome stone face gave him no answer, 
but the asking made him feel closer to Tien. He knew perfectly 
well the man talked to the grotesques in his loneliness. 

He tried to name them all again, Henri, Jehann, Roul, 
Guiscard... Wait, weren’t there only four? 

Certain he had made some mistake he counted again. Five. 
Suddenly there were five statues guarding the tower. When had the 
last one arrived? He placed a hand on the new one’s back and 
leaned out to see its face. 

He nearly fell over the edge in shock. 

Now he understood why Etienne hesitated to call the statues 
grotesques. The fifth statue bore not only his face, but also the 
same curling ram’s horns and the same anguished expression from 
the evening before. The other gargoyles looked something like 
Etienne. This statue was Etienne. 

“Oh, Tien...my poor Tien.” He stroked a stone cheek, cold as 
death. “At least I know where you go during the day.” 

The how and why of it Etienne would still need to explain, but 
Philippe thought he had the pattern of it now. Flesh and blood 
gargoyle at midnight, stone gargoyle when the sun rose, and then a 
return to flesh and blood as a human at dusk. Human for such few, 
precious hours each night, the obvious pain that accompanied each 
transformation, it was no wonder Etienne had knelt in the cathedral 
and wept. 
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He leaned his head against Etienne’s stone shoulder, hoping 
some feeling of comfort might seep through. “Ill return this 
evening, Tien, before your next change. You are a prideful man, 
insisting on standing alone through all this.” 

A sharp twinge in his hip caught him as he turned. Twice- 
damned leg. He sighed as he hobbled to the stairs. It was time he 
went to market himself. The fathers at the refectory had remedies 
and liniments, certainly, but he felt he took too much charity from 
them as it was. They felt obligated since he was a cripple, he 
understood that, and that they felt it important to keep a skilled 
worker from starving. But a man still had his pride. 

Even this early in the season, the market square bustled with 
activity. While the Guild shops could sell every day but the 
Sabbath, the Grand Marche on Saturday morning was for 
everyone, from non-Guild artisans to old grandmothers with 
kitchen garden staples. Flower sellers brought in spring blooms 
from the countryside. Farmers still had the last of the winter 
apples, along with young, tender cabbages, and the first offerings 
of new cheese. Youngsters with baskets of ground-gathered nuts 
hawked their wares between the stalls. In late summer, the market 
would be nearly too packed to navigate with all the crops brought 
in from the nearby free farms on the fertile marshland—peas, oats, 
beans, rye, carrots, turnips and all manner of leaf crops. Then the 
market gained a frantic, hectic feel. He much preferred the easy, 
cheerful pace of spring. 

While he greeted everyone he passed, he did not stop to 
converse. His goal lay on the far side of the market, a stall that sold 
goods regardless of the season. The bewildering mix of scents hit 
him before he had the stall in sight. The bunches of dried herbs 
suspended from the canvas roof always appeared identical, though 


38 


FORTUNE’S SHARP ADVERSITY 


he knew that couldn’t be, since the old woman always did a brisk 
business. 

He raised a hand in greeting. “Good morrow, Mother Celsa! 
How do you fare today?” 

“Good morrow, Philippe! I do quite well for an ancient crone.” 
To say she cackled would have been unkind but her laugh had the 
quality of old, brittle parchment. “But you, my boy, don’t look at 
all well.” 

“Ah, well, it doesn’t do to complain, eh?” He summoned a 
smile, though he dearly wished he could sit down. “The leg pains 
me, which is why I come to you and no other.” 

“Flatterer. Then why have I not set eyes on you for so long?” 

Philippe let the smile slip. “Because until this morning, I could 
bear it well enough.” 

“Poor lamb.” She clicked her tongue against her remaining 
teeth and then reached behind her for two little pouches. “This first 
makes a brew—” 

“Ts it magic?” 

She waved her hand, palm down. “Hush, boy. It’s no more 
magic than a good night’s sleep would be. Rosemary, willow, 
monkshood and comfrey, no more than that. Let it steep a good 
half hour. Drink it before you start your work in the morning. The 
second is poppy. Only take it at night, child, or you risk falling 
from your scaffolding.” 

“Thank you, Mother Celsa. P11 remember all you say.” 

They agreed on a price and Philippe tucked both pouches in his 
belt. On his way back to the cathedral, he wondered if he should 
give some of the poppy to Etienne. Perhaps if he slept deeply 
through the time he normally changed? Would it make any 
difference? 


39 


FORTUNE’S SHARP ADVERSITY 


He shrugged off the questions. There was no use worrying at it 
until he could speak to Etienne again. 


* * * 


Étienne came back to himself after his stone sleep with the 
usual feeling of having struggled free of ten feet of mud. The 
terrible cold, the inability to move his limbs properly, the blurred 
sight, all of these took time to fight off. But there was a difference 
this time. Warmth, there was warmth beside him. He moaned and 
leaned toward it, trying for more. 

“Tien, it will be well. I’m here.” 

That beautiful voice, my angel is here... 

“Rest now.” A gentle hand stroked his hair. A strong arm held 
him tight. “Just rest. That was terrible. How it must hurt.” 

He tried to speak. His tongue felt like a woolen slipper. After a 
few grunts, he managed, “Was it?” 

“Was it what?” 

“Terrible? Never seen...” 

“Oh. I suppose you’ve never seen it yourself.” Some of the 
frantic quality leeched out of Philippe’s voice. “It was...the stone 
split, like some unnatural egg cracking. You seemed to struggle to 
free yourself.” 

“Gruesome chick.” 

“No, Tien. Not gruesome. But I feared for you. I thought the 
stone splitting would split your skin. Instead, it was...absorbed 
into you. It left you whole and yourself again, but blind and 
hindered. Then I feared you would topple from the wall. I pulled 
you off. And now you shiver so.” 

“Tt will pass.” Etienne blinked. A blurred face resolved above 
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him. He smiled. “I see you now.” 

“Good...good.” 

Etienne found himself wrapped in a hard bear hug. A few days 
before, he would have protested and fought for some distance. 
Now he was simply grateful for Philippe’s solid warmth, for the 
fact that Philippe had returned at all. “Forgive me,” he murmured. 

“T will think on it. But you have much to atone for.” 

“What...penance?”’ 

“Don’t be facetious. I deserve explanations, don’t you think?” 

“Explanations?” 

“Yes, I presume you weren’t born with this...affliction.” 

“Affliction. Ha.” Hard shivers kept him from forcing out much 
more than a word at a time. “Moment. Need a moment.” 

“Of course. I don’t mean to harry you.” Philippe wrapped the 
cloak close around him. “I wish I could take you somewhere 
warm. Let you lie by the fire.” 

“Fireside. Sounds lovely.” He clutched at Philippe’s tunic, jaw 
clenched against his shaking. “Would there be heated wine...at 
your fireside? Rabbit stew, perhaps?” 

“Hmm, most likely mead instead of wine.” Philippe pressed 
Etienne’s face into the hollow of his neck. Warm and warmer. 
“And most likely turnip and parsnip stew this time of year. Perhaps 
we might have a pigeon for the pot.” 

“Perfect. I like your fireside.” 

Philippe’s hold loosened and he pulled back far enough so they 
could see each other. “Better?” 

“Much, thank you. I’ve never had company before. During the 
changes, that is.” 

“So I gathered.” Philippe helped him sit up, keeping firm hold 
of one of his hands. “Tien, how did this happen to you?” 
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Etienne huffed out a breath. “Stupidity, plain and simple.” 

“T didn’t think it was through some wise and measured course 
of actions,” Philippe admonished in a dry tone. “You need to do 
better than that.” 

He let his gaze wander to the horizon before he waved to the 
statues on the wall. “Henri, Jehann, Guiscard, Roul...those 
were...are my brothers.” 

“Holy Mother,” Philippe breathed out. “Your flesh and blood 
brothers?” 

“No longer flesh and blood, but still my family.” 

“They don’t change as you do?” 

He stood and placed a hand on Henri’s shoulder. “They are 
always stone. I think sometimes...I believe sometimes they still 
hear me. I have no way to know, of course. Henri was the oldest. 
Our liege lord once my father passed on. Solid, reliable. A bit too 
cautious, I suppose. A bit too traditional.” 

Jehann was next on the wall, his gentle, thoughtful expression 
so much as he had been in life, it often made Etienne weep. “Next 
is Jehann. Our scholar, our thinker. He had thoughts of the clergy, 
once. But Henri needed him, and so he stayed.” 

Philippe shifted to lean back against a nearby stone block, 
attentive and sympathetic, so he went on. 

“Then comes Guiscard. Hothead, sometimes wastrel, but there 
is no better swordsman in Languedoc. The ladies always loved him 
best, though he was the worst catch out of all of us.” Finally, he 
stopped to lean his head against the largest gargoyle’s shoulder. 
“And this...this is our Roul. Huge as a mountain, gentle as a 
summer breeze. He...” 

Etienne bit his lip, struggling with the tightness in his throat. 
“He is a simple, innocent soul. He did not deserve this.” 
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“Tien, come sit down. Tell me what happened.” 

He stroked one of Roul’s great, curling horns and kissed his 
cheek. When he trusted himself not to burst into tears like a little 
boy, he sat cross-legged by Philippe. 

“T told you that my family fell on difficult times.” 

“You’ve mentioned, yes.” 

“Henri tried. We all helped as we could. Sometimes things 
seemed to get better. But something always shattered the slow 
climb from the mud. A hard winter killed the wheat. A too wet 
summer sickened the sheep. Always another disaster to knock us 
down again.” 

Philippe’s hand on his knee steadied him. 

“For me, it mattered little, the lack of funds. I would have been 
content with a soldier’s life. But we had people beholden to us. We 
could not have our tenants starve. And there was some small 
matter of pride involved. I might be the youngest, but I felt the 
sting of it as much as Henri did.” 

“So you came home from the Crusades to find your family’s 
fortunes...reduced.” 

“To say the least.” Etienne covered the hand on his knee, 
relieved when the strong fingers closed around his. “For some 
months, I took charge of the accountings. My brothers may always 
think of me as the little one, but they do acknowledge my prowess 
with ciphers. It became all too clear to me that we were ruined. 
When my mother offered to sell her emeralds, I could bear no 
more.” 

“Your poor mother...” 

Etienne lifted his hand, stroking his thumb over the calluses. 
That work-hardened hand...he tamped down hard on the desire to 
feel those strong hands on his skin again. He kissed Philippe’s 
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knuckles and rose to pace, gesticulating as he spoke. 

“There were rumors, you understand. Old tales in the 
countryside. There is an ancient fortress not two days ride from our 
chateau. Some say it was built by Vercingetorix, but this is 
nonsense. The old Gallic chieftain would not have built such a 
massive thing in stone. Something older, others said. Perhaps not 
even built by human hands. And there...there...” 

He stabbed the air with one finger, feeling again the vehemence 
of his initial fever of discovery. “There I heard a great treasure lay 
hidden.” 

“To save your tenants and your poor mother’s pride.” 

“Ah, mon ange, yes, and so much more. I had ambitions. 
Michelant would be a great house again, a powerful family, and it 
would be due to my actions. My brothers would see that I was not a 
man to regard lightly, that my advice held true weight.” 

“I think I see where this leads, Tien.” 

“T’m certain you’ve heard enough of the old stories that you 
do.” He put on his best arrogant air. “However, this is my story, 
which I intend to finish.” 

“As you will, monsieur,” Philippe said in that dry tone that he 
had begun to recognize as wry amusement. 

“A treasure, I say. I persuaded all my brothers to come with 
me.” Etienne heaved a slow breath. “We should have left Roul at 
home. At least he would have been left as maman’s protector. But 
none of them wished to stay behind. The sun gleamed bright off 
the ancient stones. The birds sang in the vines that choked the 
walls. All seemed right with the world. Even if there was no 
treasure, it was a bit of adventure, a summer’s day lark, eh?” 

“You mustn’t prolong it so, mon cher. You torture yourself to 
no good end.” 
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Etienne shrugged. “There is no one to blame but me, after all. 
Eh bien...the old ruins exuded cold, as if they sucked the warmth 
from your bones. But we went in, joking and taunting each other to 
hold back our fears. Stairs led down and down again, deep into the 
earth, down into chambers carved from the bedrock. Our path 
ended in huge, carved doors, the likes of which none of us had ever 
seen. Fantastic animals and birds festooned the carvings, dragon- 
like beings on two legs, plants that no man has ever seen. We beat 
upon them, flung ourselves against them. But they were 
unyielding, hard as ironwood. Guiscard and Henri were ready to 
abandon the enterprise. 

“Jehann found the key, a spot in the midst of giant ferns that 
depressed into the wood. The portal clicked and the doors swung 
inward with a hideous shriek. In the cavern beyond, lay a stone 
chest, heavily carved again in the same style as the doors and 
larger than a man’s bed. Here at least I had some inkling of what to 
do, from rumors and old tales whispered in the dark. I drew my 
sword and laid my palm open, over the horrified protestations of 
my brothers. A shallow depression interrupted the carving on the 
lid. It seemed the obvious receptacle, so I let my blood drip into 
this bowl. A thunderous crack sounded and a seam appeared 
through the lid’s center. Roul shoved the two halves apart.” 

“Was there treasure?” 

His head snapped around to pin Philippe with a sharp glance, 
but the shine in those lapis eyes was frank curiosity. Philippe’s lips 
were parted, his body leaned forward, his whole being caught up in 
the narrative. His angel was a bit stubborn and proud, but avarice 
did not seem a familiar vice to him. 

“Indeed there was. Ancient gold glimmered in the torchlight. 
Torques and armbands, pagan figures and animals, rings and 
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jeweled combs, all begging to be touched. We filled the bags we’d 
brought, enough to ransom a dozen kings, and thus laden, prepared 
to depart. I had noted the mist curling about out feet, but had not 
remarked on it. It seemed a small oddity at the time. But as we 
made for the doors, the mist thickened and rose up before us like a 
storm-driven wave. The portal slammed shut against us. We were 
trapped.” 

“Were you frightened?” 

“Terrified. We cast about for another way out, but the mist 
threw our torchlight back at us so we stumbled lost. The chamber 
seemed impossibly huge all of a sudden. We could find neither 
wall nor chest. Henri bellowed at us to take hold so we would not 
lose each other as well. My brothers put me in the center, even 
then trying to protect the youngest. I wish they had not, though it 
might not have made a whit of difference. A voice whispered to 
us...more thought than word. It said we had violated sacred 
ground, that we were thieves and despoilers. We would pay the 
price. The mist swirled close around our feet and held us fast. Iron 
manacles would not have done as well. Then I watched as this 
cursed, blighted mist rolled up my brother’s bodies and turned 
them into stone monsters.” 

He shut his eyes, shivering. It had happened so quickly, none of 
his siblings had even screamed. He thought he had, though. 

“Tien...” Philippe had risen at some point. He placed a hand on 
Etienne’s arm to stop his pacing and pulled him into his strong 
embrace. “What a terrible thing to have to watch.” 

“At the time I was only terrified I would become stone, too, my 
horror unable to form any other thoughts. Perhaps it would have 
been better that way. But the voice, sharp as glass, cold as death, 
whispered to me, ‘Your blood stains the stone, and is therefore 
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thrice cursed. You will be left to watch, remember, and regret. 
Turn by turn, day by day, three watches each, until seed from stone 
springs forth.’ A terrible burning rose from my feet, climbing my 
body like burning pitch. Horror-stricken, I watched my boots meld 
with my skin and my feet elongate to ones with monstrous claws. 
Inch by inch, the internal fire consumed me, transformed me, 
though when it reached my heart, the agony grew too much and I 
swooned dead away. 

“When I woke again, I was on the wall of the ruined fortress in 
my new, misshapen form, my brothers arranged around me.” 

“And there you were until the bishop had you brought here?” 

“Yes. Oh, I made night forays out into the countryside and 
wandered the ruins in my human form in the evenings. But I have 
no idea how long we were there. Time became a strange flood 
without clear ports or jetties.” 

“You couldn’t leave? Or wouldn’t?” 

He smoothed a golden curl back from Philippe’s forehead. “I 
could not leave my brothers, mon ange. I brought this terrible fate 
upon them. How could I leave them?” He shrugged. “And where 
would I go?” 

Philippe kissed his forehead tenderly and then seemed to 
hesitate on some thought. “How did you come here, then? With no 
one the wiser to your...condition?” 

A short, brittle laugh leaped from him. “Ah, but the bishop’s 
men crated us up to transport us here. I do not recommend 
traveling by crate.” 

“My poor Tien.” Philippe peppered kisses over his face, 
soothing the bitterness into something softer. “But it is an 
enchantment, from all you say. And the old stories always have 
some means to break the enchantment, do they not?” 
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“They are just stories,” Etienne said, though he smiled. An 
unfamiliar sensation fluttered in his chest. It worried him, but he 
realized hope was trying its wings once more. 
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CHAPTER 5 


EARTH MAGIC 


Philippe gathered the candle stubs from St. Blandina’s chapel, 
his flat palette knife helping to remove the wax drippings. A heavy 
spring rain hammered down that morning, not a day for painting 
angels or saints. Many of the workmen simply did not work in bad 
weather. Philippe fretted when he was idle, happier when he could 
help in the sanctuary. Better to move, to use his hands. 

While Etienne had urged him again to leave before midnight, 
he had stayed for the next transformation and comforted his lover 
afterward. Curiosity as much as worry for Tien had compelled him 
to stay, and he wondered if he should be ashamed over it. 

The horns had felt just as ram’s horns, hard and ridged. Do they 
hurt you? he had asked. Only when they first sprout, Tien had told 
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him. Formed apparently from the scarlet cloak, his wings were 
velvet soft. The dragon-like tail... Philippe had entertained ill- 
timed fancies of that tail wrapping around his thigh. 

In the end, things were mended between them, Philippe 
satisfied that he had the whole of the truth, and Etienne relieved 
that the revulsion he so feared did not surface. On the contrary, 
Philippe had found himself strangely aroused by this alternate 
Tien, though he had not acted on his urges since Tien had still been 
so unsettled. 

He glanced up at the saint’s young face, her expression 
sorrowful but determined. Blandina had always seemed a more real 
and understandable saint to him than some of the others. She had 
stood by those she loved and stood firm in her convictions, no 
matter how her tormenters abused her, a saint for the common man 
to admire. Her gaze was supposed to be fixed heavenward, but it 
almost seemed to him that she looked up toward Tien’s tower, 
suggesting that he had better try harder to find a solution. 

“T am doing my best, holy maiden,” he told her softly. “But I’m 
just a simple man.” 

As he made his slow way down the nave, he found himself at 
the edge of the newly completed labyrinth in which the masons 
had laid the center medallion just the previous day. His eyes 
followed the path of blue-black stone winding back and forth 
within the octagon. Visitors often walked the pattern in meditation 
or took the stone path on their knees as penitents. Something about 
the patterned turns put him in mind of twists of thought. 

When you seek a solution, best to approach from the beginning. 

He set foot and crutch at the entrance to the labyrinth. His leg 
ached from the damp weather, but if he went slowly, he could 
traverse the maze as others did. 
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From the beginning... He took four steps and turned left, 
keeping to the dark stones set between the white. Brothers. He 
wondered what it would have been like to have grown brothers. 
Two of his had died as small children. The last had died in the 
scourge of smallpox that swept their town while Philippe had been 
away in the wars. The same epidemic had taken his parents and 
most of his uncles. 

Odd. He hadn’t thought about that strange, hollow 
homecoming in some time. The cherry tree had still stood by the 
empty-eyed house, its white blossoms falling on the roof in a 
gentle shroud. The tree, of course, would feel no sorrow for the 
departed inhabitants. It simply endured. 

He planted his crutch and turned right, two steps, and right 
again. So had he endured, so had Tien. Was it only possible when 
one turned one’s heart to wood, that one could endure? And when 
that heart began to beat again, to feel again, did a man risk 
destruction? Sometimes, perhaps. 

A left turn led to a long straight piece of path. His thoughts 
needed to proceed in a straight line as well. Tien had brothers, 
older brothers. He might not say so now, but he had obviously 
chafed against their protection and their counsel. Ambition, 
arrogance, and masculine pride had driven Tien’s actions, though 
his reasons were noble. He had made his mistakes out of a sense of 
duty and honor rather than greed. 

The dark path took him around the center, though not to it yet. 
Wasn’t love often the catalyst to break these enchantments? Did he 
love Tien? Difficult to say, since he only knew him as a wounded, 
lonely soul. A hint of what he must have been before had shone 
through while he narrated his tale. An image of a man of ideas and 
enthusiasm had formed, his restless energy still evident through the 
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sorrow. 

He desired Tien, enjoyed his company and his kisses, but love? 
With someone of his own class, love might have blossomed over 
time, but Tien was old nobility. Outside these odd circumstances, 
the trysting between them would never have happened. If ever 
Tien regained his life, Philippe would have no place in it. 

So why do I try to find a way out for him? The answer was 
there almost before he framed the question. He couldn’t bear to see 
Tien in such pain, couldn’t tolerate the thought of him as an exile 
from home and family. His poor brothers, too, deserved better, 
though he wasn’t at all certain one enchantment would be woven 
with the others. 

A final turn to the right set him limping toward the center of 
the labyrinth. He had wandered so deeply in his thoughts, he had 
lost track of how far he had come. He stared at the center 
medallion, inscribed with words he could not read. They 
mentioned Bishop Everard, so Father Gervais had told him, but the 
rest was a mystery to him. The lines and loops meant nothing 
beyond his recognition of single letters here and there. He despised 
having to request help, but perhaps he should ask one of the priests 
to read the inscription to him someday, or perhaps even Tien, 
anyone more learned who could decipher the riddle of letters. 

Someone who can decipher the riddle... 

He stared at the center stone, his thoughts flying onward as he 
realized how great a fool he was. Reading eluded him because he 
knew nothing of letters, and so he would seek a learned man for 
help. Defeating enchantments eluded him because he knew nothing 
of magic. 

“And so, you dunce, you must seek out someone who does.” 

A merchant walking nearby gave him an odd look. Philippe 
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ducked his head to hide his reddening face as he realized he had 
spoken the thought aloud and none too softly. 


x * x 


More rumors circulated about Mother Celsa than there were 
herbs in her market stall. Wilder ones said she was a sorceress, one 
who ate the occasional child, or that she was over a hundred years 
old, or at night she flew through the air with her spinning wheel. 
But these were children’s rumors and no one truly believed them. 
She was a good Christian woman who tithed to the church and 
attended mass faithfully. 

The believable stories said she had married a rich wool 
merchant. When he died, he left her a young widow with a sizeable 
fortune who, so the story went, swore never to marry again. She 
had lived in the stone townhouse for as long as anyone could 
recall, and so, while she couldn’t possibly be a century old, she 
was surely over sixty, easily the oldest person Philippe had ever 
known. 

He picked his way up the curving, narrow street, careful of the 
midden piles. It was safest to walk up the center of the street where 
one could avoid the possibility of a slop bucket being emptied on 
one’s head from a second floor window, but he moved so slowly 
that any cart or horseman who came up the street might flatten 
him. When he reached Mother Celsa’s door, he hesitated, uncertain 
of the proprieties. He wasn’t expected. Perhaps he should have sent 
a boy with a message to see if she would agree to meet with him. 

Still, it had taken him an hour to hobble to her door. Simply 
turning and hobbling back again seemed absurd. A knock on the 
door brought no response, so he limped around to the alleyway and 
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on to the back of the house. As he suspected, she had a little garden 
there, rows of clay pots stacked on tiered wooden stands from 
which herbs of all descriptions sprouted, crept and climbed. In her 
black shawl, Mother Celsa bent over a larger pot of some 
evergreen plant. 

Unwilling to startle her, Philippe stopped at the waist-high 
wooden gate and tapped with his crutch. 

Without turning, she said, “Come in, Philippe. The gate is 
open.” 

He gaped. “How did you...?” Perhaps the rumors are true. 

“Come, boy, there’s no mystery.” She straightened and turned 
to face him, her gray eyes twinkling. “I know the sound of your 
crutch by now.” 

“Ah.” He had planned what to say to her, all the necessary 
words to ensure a hearing, and now they had all fled in his 
embarrassment. 

She huffed a breath through her nose. “By your face, I would 
say this is not about your leg. Come inside, Philippe. Some things 
are best not discussed in the open.” 

He allowed himself to be led and settled in a chair beside the 
fireplace in the stonewalled kitchen. Mother Celsa poured them 
both tea and settled on a stool on the opposite side of the hearth. 

“Now, while I do enjoy having handsome young men come to 
call, and it does not happen nearly as often as it should these days, 
I think you came here for a reason, my boy. Why have you come?” 

“T have...” He sipped his tea, hesitating. “I have a story to tell 
you, and you may think me mad, or perhaps a liar.” 

“You have never given me reason to believe that you are either. 
Tell me or don’t, but if you do, you must let me judge for myself.” 

He nodded, gripping the cup for courage. “Some nights ago, I 
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met the most unusual man...” 

The story unfolded awkwardly at first, with false starts and 
back trails, but the words came easier as she listened attentively 
and patiently, neither laughing at his foolishness nor expressing 
disbelief at any point. When he finished, he looked up from his 
now-cold tea to find her winter-apple wrinkled face watching him 
closely. 

“Philippe, what is it you want from me?” 

He blinked, knocked off balance again. “To break the 
enchantment?” 

She let out a dry laugh, rocking in her amusement. “T think 
you’ve heard enough old tales to know enchantments are not 
broken by old crones.” A bony finger rose to stop his protest. 
“What is required, more often than not, in stories of enchantment?” 

The only enchantments he could recall were sleeping 
princesses and princes as enchanted beasts. “A lover’s kiss. But 
that can’t be. I have—’ He broke off abruptly, waiting for the 
shock and disgust to register on her face. 

She waved a hand. “Yes, yes, you have kissed him. Your eyes 
shine with moonstruck fever when you speak of him, child. Not the 
best way to keep your heart secret.” With a little grunt, she rose 
and took his cup to put the crockery on a sideboard. “Sometimes it 
is a kiss. In the oldest stories, it is often more. But it is a lover who 
must break the spell. Human love is a very powerful magic, 
especially when dealing with these ancient sorceries. This is earth 
magic, cher. Very old. From a people who lived here before us 
and, for a time, with us. Some people call them fairy.” 

“Fairies built the old fortress?” 

She shrugged. “Eh. Perhaps. I think they might have been 
something else again, but an old race, either way. Not human.” 
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Frost-fingers climbed his spine. “Some evil, demon race?” 

“Do not judge, my boy. Old as I am, I never met one of the 
elder folk. You wish to think them evil because they hurt your 
friend, of course. But I think there were most likely good ones and 
evil ones, just as there are with men. It was your friend and his 
brothers who trespassed, after all. The spell was there to defend, 
not attack.” 

“Can it be broken, though?” 

“With the right elements, all spells can be broken.” 

“Please, honored mother, no more riddles.” 

“No riddles, only caution.” She shook out a bunch of thyme, 
her gnarled hands still quick and nimble as they tied the stalks with 
twine. “Earth magic is bound with life, with creation. The spells 
and their breaking often involve blood, tears, sex, and sweat.” 

Philippe felt the flush rise up his face. He cleared his throat, 
prepared to tell her that sex had not broken the enchantment either. 

Once again, she cut him short. “The key is in the words of the 
spell caster. ‘Until seed from stone springs forth.” 

“But that makes no sense.” He ran both hands back through his 
hair. “Seeds can’t sprout from stone. In cracks they might grow, or 
a plant might break through stone, but not from it.” 

She clicked her tongue. “Philippe, seed does carry another 
meaning.” 

“Ah? Oh.” He wondered what shade of red his face sported 
now. “I...see.” There was sense to what she said, but he still failed 
to see his way through. “But he doesn’t respond when he’s stone. 
How would I...do such a thing?” 

“You are the knight in this story, my boy, not I. You have the 
key now. How to fit it in the lock, you must puzzle out yourself.” 

“I suppose you couldn’t...” 


56 


FORTUNE’S SHARP ADVERSITY 


“No, cher. That would be awkward for everyone, don’t you 
think? How do you think your nobleman would perform with an 
old woman standing over him?” 

“True. Yes.” Flustered, he rose and gathered his crutch under 
his arm. “I’m afraid I haven’t been thinking too clearly where he’s 
involved. Tien muddles my thoughts, somehow.” 

“Then all is as it should be. Go, go.” She waved her apron at 
him as if he were an errant chicken. “You’ve stolen enough time 
from me today.” 

Evening was well advanced before he finally made his way 
back to the cathedral. His leg cramped on the way up the stairs, the 
muscles seizing so painfully, he had to stop while it passed. When 
he could move again, he used both hands and feet to crawl, pulling 
himself up a step at a time, though he forced himself to stand again 
when he reached the top, panting in the doorway. 

Etienne’s voice, sullen and irritated, drifted to him from the 
wall, “You are late coming this evening. I began to think you 
would not.” 

Gasping, Philippe leaned against the doorway. “A moment, 
please...” 

“Philippe?” Suddenly Etienne’s face hovered before him. “You 
are near fainting. What have you done to yourself?” Strong hands 
took him under the elbows. “Forgive me for being cross with you. 
Sit down, mon ange. It’s your leg? It hurts so badly?” 

With Etienne’s arms around him, he retained his dignity by 
limping the few steps to the scarlet cloak and sinking down with 
only a spare whimper. 

“Too far...shouldn’t have,” he grated out through his teeth. 

“You walked too far today?” Etienne guessed as he gently 
lifted Philippe’s bad leg into his lap, massaging the twitching 
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muscles at thigh and hip. “You mustn’t do such things. Where did 
you have to go that you couldn’t send someone else?” 

He lay back, one arm flung over his eyes, nerves uncoiling 
under Etienne’s careful ministrations. “I sought advice.” 

“Advice?” Etienne’s voice dropped to a broken whisper. 
“About me?” 

“Yes.” 

“God’s wounds, Philippe! If the priests find out I’m here, 
they’ Il perform an exorcism and smash my brothers!” 

“Hush. I’m not such an enormous fool. I never said where you 
were, and it wasn’t the priests, it was an old friend. An old 
woman.” 

Etienne went back to his massaging, though his hands trembled 
now. “A witch? Ah, well, I suppose that couldn’t have caused any 
harm.” 

“A wise woman. I will not have you calling her witch.” 

“Your pardon. And what did she suggest? Three roasted newts’ 
eyes, to be ingested under the next new moon?” 

“Enough, Tien.” Philippe took his arm down to regard his 
companion critically. “What has you so waspish this evening?” 

With his head bent over Philippe’s leg, Etienne’s response was 
muffled, but it seemed to contain the words “you weren’t coming.” 

“I might not always be able to come, you know.” Philippe laid 
a hand on his arm. 

Etienne nodded, his next bitter words spoken more gently. 
“There will come a time when you tire of this, and you no longer 
come to me at all.” 

“Nay, none of that.” Philippe sat up and took Etienne’s face 
between his hands. “Say instead that there will come a time when 
you do not need me to come up here any longer.” 
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“There will never be such a time.” 

The fierceness of this declaration knocked the breath from 
Philippe’s lungs. It took a moment to recall how to form speech. 
“Tf the enchantment is broken, perhaps you will no longer wish to 
live on a half-built tower, eh?” 

Etienne gripped his wrists hard. “Do you know how to break 
it?” 

“I have a good sense of what will break it. The how is less 
certain.” 

Gently, he disengaged Etienne’s fingers, which threatened to 
plow furrows in his skin, and took him in a close embrace. With 
soft caresses, he recounted his visit with Mother Celsa. “So, as 
unlikely as it may sound, it seems we need to have you climax 
while you are stone. Do you feel when you are stone, Tien?” 

“No, nothing,” Etienne said, short and sharp. He surged up, 
pacing the stones. “I feel nothing when I am stone, all my 
awareness gone until I break free again. How does this help, 
Philippe? Did she think to give you false hope?” 

“T did say I had not arrived at how it might be done yet.” 

Etienne whirled on him with a snarl, but the angry words didn’t 
follow. He stopped, turned away, and then turned back again more 
slowly, hand rubbing the side of his face. “Perhaps... perhaps... 
although the timing would take the devil’s own luck.” 

“Tien, I know you better each day, but I still can’t see your 
thoughts.” 

“Pardon, of course...” Etienne still paced, though, muttering to 
himself. 

“Tien!” 

“Hmm? Oh, yes.” He returned to Philippe and crouched beside 
him to take both his hands. “It occurs to me that there is a time 
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when I am not stone, but becoming stone. When the sun rises, the 
stone rises also. I turn starting at my feet. The turning takes the 
space of perhaps two minutes, no more. But if I am in the midst of 
ecstasy while I am turning...” 

“You may be the cleverest man I’ve ever know.” 

White flashed with Etienne’s smile. “I’m more likely a 
madman, but I thank you, all the same.” 


FORTUNE’S SHARP ADVERSITY 


CHAPTER 6 


ON VELVET WINGS 


They agreed to wait until the following evening, to give 
Philippe’s leg a chance to recover. Etienne had been more 
animated than Philippe had ever seen him, hands waving about in 
wild gesticulation as he spoke of being able to eat again, to sleep in 
a bed, even to take a good piss again. 

Philippe knew all his excitement of the night before could 
quickly turn to bitter despair if they were unsuccessful. Etienne 
was a man of quicksilver humors, who seemed to need a steadier, 
more sanguine foil. They did well together... 

No. No use to tread that path again. If they could not find a way 
to make it work, Etienne would sink irrevocably into despair, and 
if they did, he would go home and Philippe would never set eyes 
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on him again. No good outcome for him, but it needed to work for 
Tien’s sake. To know that he was safe and happy again would be 
enough. 

Philippe stopped his brushstrokes, blinking at the decapitated 
saint he painted. I do love him. God save me, I do. 

“Philippe!” Father Gervais called up to him. “Best to stop for 
today, I think. Your inattention will soon have St. Gentian with a 
verdigris beard.” 

With a start, Philippe saw that he had painted less that day than 
he normally did in the first half an hour of work. He lowered 
himself from the scaffold seat, shaking his head at his distraction. 

“Are you ill, my boy?” Father Gervais asked. “Fevered 
perhaps? You have always loved your work so. It worries me to 
see such malaise in you.” 

“Perhaps a bit, Father. The leg has been troublesome.” It was a 
portion of truth, at least. He could not bear to lie to this elderly 
priest who had been so kind to him. 

Father Gervais patted his shoulder and gave him sound and 
sage advice he barely heard. He nodded dutifully throughout and 
promised to rest, which he would, someday soon. He raised a brow 
when Father Gervais made some veiled comments about spending 
his evenings with a lover. Ah, the fathers think I’ve been absent 
from my bed so much because I’ve found a mistress. 

The conclusion amused him in a bittersweet way, but all the 
better if their suspicions were as far as possible from the truth. 

After supper, he gathered what, after careful consideration, he 
felt he might need. A little bag of salt and a vial of olive oil joined 
the blanket in his bag. He thought about taking a flask of ale as 
well, but discarded the thought. Etienne wouldn’t drink it, so 
taking it with the intent of helping him relax was a moot point. 
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Timing, he had said, would be everything. To that end, he 
knew he would somehow need to coax Etienne into resting before 
sunrise. Even coaxing Tien into sitting down could be challenging 
when he was agitated, but letting him pace to exhaustion before he 
had to perform with absolute precision would be disastrous. 

To his utter dismay, he found Etienne rocking with his arms 
wrapped about his knees. He touched one broad shoulder gently 
and received a soft whimper in response. “Tien? What is it, cher? 

Etienne fisted both hands in his hair. “I cannot, mon ange. I 
cannot ask this of you.” 

“Ask what? Tien, look at me. Talk to me like a sensible man.” 

“How can I ask you to make love to something so monstrous? 
How can you ever bear the thought?” 

Philippe eased down beside him and threw an arm around him. 
“My dear friend, you are not monstrous in any form. Your 
gargoyle shape may be...different from your human one. Larger. 
More imposing. With a few extra, ah, additions. But still my Tien. 
Still magnificent.” 

“But the wings and the tail...” 

“Very handsome. And when I look into your eyes, I still see 
you there.” 

Etienne lifted his head. “You are an astounding man, Philippe 
d’ Anjou. Any other man would have run screaming.” 

“I very nearly did, you might recall. But failed when I fell on 
my ass.” 

A choked sound from Etienne might have been a laugh. He 
pressed Philippe’s palm to his cheek. “If I regain myself, my 
brothers, my life, what can I give you, mon ange? Whatever you 
ask for, anything within my power, it will be yours.” 

Say I may stay with you. Take me with you when you go. “I 
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don’t do this for gain, Tien,” Philippe said gently. “I anticipate no 
reward.” 

“I know.” Etienne kissed the base of his thumb, sucking at the 
tender skin. “But I would give you something. Say a gift rather 
than a reward.” 

Philippe leaned in to capture those soft lips, the eager press in 
return and the little sound of surprise from Etienne sending jagged 
lightning straight to his core. He pulled back with a smile. “Best 
not take that too far yet.” He combed his fingers through the forest 
of Etienne’s hair. “Tien? There is one thing you might do for me.” 

“Anything.” Etienne gripped his hands, his eyes hungry and 
eager. 

“Those wings...they are astonishing. Could I see you fly?” 

“Mon ange,” Etienne whispered. “If the universe held any 
justice, you would have wings of your own. Of course you may see 
me fly. We should have a moon tonight. I might, perhaps...I have 
never tried it...” 

“Yes?” 

“Perhaps I could take you aloft with me.” 

Philippe gaped at him. “I will be too great a burden, surely.” 

With a snort, Etienne rose and, to his astonishment, swept him 
up in his arms. “You are solid, Philippe, and tall. Well constructed. 
But not heavy.” 

Mother of God, is such strength native to him or part of the 
enchantment? He ran a finger over Etienne’s jaw. “I used to dream 
of flying when I was small.” 

“T would grant all your dreams if I could.” 

Philippe laughed. “I don’t think a man should ever have 
everything he wants.” 

“Why?” 
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“Then what is left to wish for?” 

Etienne’s frown appeared pensive rather than annoyed, so 
Philippe granted him another kiss while they settled again on the 
cloak. For several hours, they simply held each other, speaking 
softly, until the first shivers of transformation at midnight shook 
Etienne out of his calm. Philippe scrambled off the cloak and 
helped Etienne gather it up. 

“What would happen if you did not have it?” 

Etienne’s hands shook. “I did try it once. Put the cloak from 
me. The agony of that transformation drove me back to it. It seems 
necessary to have all the same articles from that first change. They 
become part of me. Without them the change does not...come to 
completion.” 

A spider-footed shudder ran up Philippe’s spine. To be trapped 
in that state of flux, not one thing or the other, what a terrible fate 
that would be. 

“Mon ange, if you must stay by me, at the least turn your 
back,” Etienne urged as he dropped to his knees. 

Philippe took pity and turned away, more than willing to spare 
his lover’s dignity. The terrible rips and cracks yanked at his 
nerves, though, and Etienne’s moans of pain made it necessary for 
him to pretend he had turned to stone. 

Finally, only harsh breathing sounded behind him. He turned to 
find Etienne’s other form kneeling on the stones, eyes squeezed 
shut, chest heaving. 

“Tien?” Philippe sat before him, caressing a massive forearm. 
“Ts it finished?” 

The horned head nodded, though Etienne did not raise his face. 
Philippe slid closer, hesitating over the awkwardness, and then 
pulled Etienne’s head to his shoulder, horns and all. 
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He whispered, “If I could take even a moment’s pain from 
you...” 

“You do,” Etienne gasped out. “Oh, my dear friend, you do.” 

During the change, every stitch of Etienne’s clothes 
transformed with him. While the cloak became his wings, his boots 
became the hard, smooth skin of his clawed feet, and his doublet 
the softer hide of his arms and chest. His body, therefore, lay 
completely exposed in all its naked glory, the powerful build still 
Etienne’s, though slightly expanded. His manhood, too, took on 
more heroic proportions and Philippe had to force his gaze away so 
he wasn’t addressing Tien’s cock. 

“Ts it as terrible as the return from stone?” 

A dark, curved claw stroked up Philippe’s arm. “No and yes. 
There is more pain, but it passes quickly. In the change to monster, 
I am helpless but a moment. When I return to my own skin, I 
struggle for long minutes to hear or see or move.” 

“You are no monster.” Philippe pressed the back of the clawed 
hand to his lips. “It’s only a shape, an outward seeming. I’ve 
known many fair and comely men to be far more monstrous.” 

Etienne wrapped him close, the scent of cloves even more 
pronounced that evening. A dizzy storm of desire darkened his 
sight, threatening to engulf him. Before he could act on it or gather 
enough sense to withdraw, Etienne shifted his hold and lifted 
Philippe in his arms. 

“Shall we?” Etienne asked with a nod skyward. 

“I won’t endanger you, Tien. Is there a way to...test first?” 

“Hmm. I don’t believe it would be an uncontrolled tumble if 
you proved too heavy.” 

“Any tumble would be unpleasant.” Philippe said in a dry tone. 
“And if we alight in the street and someone sees you? What then?” 
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Etienne snorted. “Now that would be unpleasant.” 

He turned his horned head, searching the roof. Philippe 
wrapped his arms around Etienne’s neck while he waited, 
anticipation and dread gathering in equal measures in his stomach. 
With a soft grunt, Etienne climbed onto one of the building stones, 
using it as a step to scramble to the top of a three-course pile. His 
claws scratched and crunched into the stone, ensuring his balance, 
and Philippe wondered what the workmen would make of these 
odd marks when construction finally began on the tower again. 

“Hold tight, mon ange.” Etienne’s wings snapped open, the 
glorious span swallowing the night sky whole. 

“I would not dream of letting go,” Philippe murmured, fighting 
the urge to bury his face against Etienne’s neck. 

Philippe’s stomach lurched as Etienne leaped up, air rushing 
beneath his velvet wings in a hard downstroke. On the second wing 
stroke, they dropped precipitously and rose again in an unsteady 
jerk. He was certain Etienne would abandon the mad enterprise 
and land, but he felt the powerful muscles bunch and flex under his 
hands. The wings beat faster and they rose steadily on Etienne’s 
little cry of triumph. 

“Ha! Did I not promise you?” 

“You did—” Philippe broke off on a gasp as Etienne cleared 
the roof and they sailed out into open air. “Dear God...” 

Etienne’s arms tightened around him. “I have you, braveheart. 
You will not come to harm with me.” 

The city stretched below them, silvered shapes in the 
moonlight. Etienne banked sharply to the left, skimming the 
refectory roof, before he rose higher to circle the cathedral. The 
Palais Episcopal lay dark below them on the right and Philippe 
wondered what Bishop Giullaume would have thought if he had 
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seen the pair of them soaring over his bedroom. 

The wind caught under Etienne’s wings. He lifted the left 
pinion and circled, riding the river of air like a hunting falcon. 
Now that he was airborne, the velvet wings stroked the sky in near 
silence, the only sounds the whistling wind and the pounding of 
Philippe’s heart. They flew on over the outer wall before Etienne 
circled back again. 

“That’s the Porte de Noyon,” Philippe whispered in wonder. “I 
came in the city that way the first time, two years ago.” 

The gate had looked so imposing then, the city wall grim and 
glowering. Now it stretched below him, an elegant ribbon laid as 
decoration on the earth. Here, above the dirty streets and the 
sometimes-noisome scents, the city looked pristine and wondrous, 
a child’s toy one might rearrange or pack away. To see the city as 
the birds did, nestled against the heat of Etienne’s chest, was 
magnificent and humbling all at once. 

Etienne flew back over the streets, past the market square, now 
quiet and empty, over the Somme, dressed in diamond sparkles of 
moonbeams. North of the river, the scattering of moulinz and 
warehouses along their canals appeared as carved beads strung 
along silver necklaces. Strange that the velvet for Etienne’s cloak 
might well have been made in one of those tiny mills. 

“Ts it all you dreamed?” Etienne’s voice near his ear made him 
shiver. 

“More. I could never have dreamed this.” 

The deep laugh vibrated through Philippe, right to his heart. 
They flew back in silence, Philippe still wide-eyed with wonder. In 
that silence, though, he heard Etienne’s breaths grow labored. 

“Tien? Should you set down somewhere?” 

“We're nearly back, mon ange,” Etienne panted out. “See? The 
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tower is just there.” 

Philippe glanced up at trembling wings. “Tien...” 

“Hush, don’t distract me.” 

The wings pulled in from their full extension as Etienne banked 
toward the tower roof. Their descent accelerated in an alarming 
way and the glass panes of the cathedral’s huge west window 
loomed ahead. Philippe screwed his eyes shut, praying. Just as he 
was certain they would crash through the lead panes and beautiful 
colored glass, Etienne jerked to the right. His wings snapped open 
again, apparently attempting to slow their descent, but he cried out 
in pain and their landing became a tumble. 

Etienne tucked his wings to his back and curled around 
Philippe tight as they hit the stones, rolling with the impact until 
they fetched up against a wall. 

Dizzy, ears ringing, Philippe shook his head and realized he lay 
stretched out atop Etienne once again. The clawed hands still 
gripped him tight, but Etienne’s eyes were closed. 

“Tien?” Philippe stroked his face, fear gnawing at his belly. 
“Are you hurt? Tien?” 

One eye cracked open. “If I say that I am, will you kiss me?” 

Philippe grabbed him by his horns and captured his lips in a 
searing kiss, his tongue storming Etienne’s battlements to plunder 
his mouth. “You foolish thing,” he scolded when he let Etienne 
breathe again. “I don’t need such dire reasons to kiss you. But you 
frightened the piss out of me. You shouldn’t have pushed yourself 
so far.” 

Etienne’s jaw jutted. “I made you a promise. I keep my 
promises.” 

“You did not promise me that you would fly to the point of 
pain. Nor did you promise not to rest if you needed to.” Philippe 
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drummed his fingers on Etienne’s chest as he spoke. 

“Ah. Hmm.” Etienne’s brows drew together, his mulish 
expression fading. “I suppose now you will tell me what a 
stubborn, prideful man I am.” 

“No need. You’ ve said it quite well yourself.” 

“Forgive me, Philippe. I did not wish to alarm you.” 

Philippe kissed him again, a tender pressing of lips that had 
him squirming atop that hard body. “You gave me a wondrous gift, 
cher. There is nothing to forgive.” 

Etienne gazed up at him with a gusty sigh. “You unravel me. I 
want you now, this instant, and I must wait if we’re to have any 
success come morning.” 

Philippe scrambled off his impromptu mattress and searched 
about until he found his bag from which he pulled the blanket he 
had packed. “Come, Tien. You must rest. In a few hours, you may 
have all you desire. Patience.” 

A soft cry accompanied Etienne’s rolling over to sit up. 
“Damn...damn...” 

“You are hurt!” Philippe crawled back to him as fast as he 
could. 

“It’s just the wing.” Etienne tried to stretch the right wing out 
and hissed in pain. “I seem to have strained it.” He moved back 
when Philippe reached for him. “No need for such concern. It will 
be healed when next I change.” He took Philippe’s hand in a 
careful grip. “And if we succeed, after tonight, I need never worry 
about wings again.” 

Philippe considered this as he stroked one of Etienne’s claws. 
“Will that sadden you? If you never fly again?” 

Etienne craned his neck, trying to look at the damaged wing. 
“Part of me will miss it, surely. But already I have experienced 
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what no man has a right to, and to trade that for my brothers, for 
my life, for being human once again? I’d consider it a fair bargain, 
and no regrets.” 

“Well and fine.” Philippe scooted around to run a gentle hand 
over the injured wing before Etienne could jerk away again. “It 
doesn’t seem broken.” 

“No. I broke a wing once. Far more painful.” Etienne’s eyes 
slid shut. “Your hands are wonderful.” 

“Ts it...pleasurable? To have your wings touched?” 

“No one has ever touched them before.” The injured wing 
stretched a bit more. “But I do believe it is. Oh, yes.” 

“So soft. Like...” 

“Velvet?” 

“Well, yes.” Philippe felt himself flush. “Though I suppose that 
should have been obvious.” 

Etienne cleared his throat. “Perhaps you should stop.” 

“Tt hurts?” 

“Ah, no. Quite the contrary.” 

Philippe peeked over Etienne’s shoulder. His impressive 
erection stood poker straight from his body, a pearl drop leaking 
from the tip. He adjusted his own erection in his braies and 
stomped down on the desire to lap up that shining drop. “I see.” 

He coaxed Etienne onto the blanket and lay on his back with 
Etienne’s head resting on his chest. To distract them both from 
their growing sexual frustration, he began to tell stories of his 
childhood, about the old cherry tree and how his brothers had 
taunted him into climbing too high one day and how they had 
thought him dead when a branch snapped and he fell. He talked of 
his father and the work he did, and of his mother and her 
wonderful pies. 
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At some point, Etienne drifted off into a light doze. He claimed 
he never slept when he was alone, though he seemed able to fall 
asleep easily enough in his lover’s arms. Philippe simply held him 
close, waiting for dawn. He clung to every moment, as each minute 
closer to daylight meant the return of Etienne’s life as it should be. 
Stubborn as he was, he might well try to keep Philippe with him, 
but his brothers would surely forbid it. This strange and lovely 
dream would all end soon. 

As the gray light of false dawn tinged the sky, Etienne stirred 
and tightened his arm around Philippe’s waist. He lifted his head, 
careful of his horns, to nuzzle at his throat, sending a frisson of 
heated desire straight to Philippe’s balls. Using his claws with 
unexpected delicacy, he undid the drawstring and tugged the braies 
down to Philippe’s thighs. 

“Tien?” Philippe whispered. “What do you need? What would 
be best for you?” 

Etienne licked over the curve of Philippe’s ear. “I want to feel 
you move within me. I want you to fuck me.” 

It was a delicious thought, but Philippe hesitated. “I don’t think 
you should lie on your back with your injured wing, and I may 
have...it’s difficult for me to take you from behind.” 

“PI gladly ride you, my handsome painter.” Etienne rose, 
shoving Philippe’s shirt and tunic up under his armpits. “You 
needn’t even stir yourself.” 

A hard moan shuddered from Philippe as Etienne flicked a 
nipple with his tongue. He wrapped his hands around the curled 
horns as the lick became a hard suck, arching up into Etienne’s 
eager mouth. He gripped the ridged horns harder and forced 
Etienne’ s head up. 

“I don’t need much encouragement, Tien. Toy with me too 
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long and I will fail you.” 

Etienne gave him a wink. “I think my brave painter 
underestimates his prowess. But I will leave off tormenting you.” 

“Oil. In the bag.” Philippe husked out. “I won’t take you dry.” 

With the vial in hand, Etienne straddled him, his grin fading. 
“Philippe...” 

“Yes, mon cher?’ He reached up and pried the oil from 
Etienne’s fingers. 

But Etienne only shook his head. “Pay me no heed. We shall 
have all the world’s time to talk over things later.” 

Puzzled, Philippe thought it not the best time to press him. 
Instead, he uncorked the vial and spilled some of the oil onto his 
palm. The act made him recall the other item in his bag. 

“Tien, there’s salt as well.” 

“Salt?” 

“Yes. To make a circle about us while we try to break the 
enchantment. To protect us, to concentrate the magic. Mother 
Celsa seemed to think it important.” 

With a nod of acknowledgement, Etienne reached over and 
pulled out the little bag as well. He used his teeth and a single claw 
to untie the bag and then sprinkled a circle of salt all the way 
around them, twisting his torso so he would not need to dismount 
from Philippe to do so. 

“Will that do?” 

“I would think so. Careful of your tail, though, so it does not 
break the circle.” 

A frown crossed Etienne’s face as he glanced back. He curled 
his tail up and moved it forward so it lay on Philippe’s belly, the 
weight of it sudden and exciting. It resembled a lizard’s tail in 
shape, but its warmth and the butter softness of its hide invited 
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touch rather than revulsion. 

He put the vial down and stroked this extra appendage, 
fascinated when Etienne’s cock and tail twitched in unison. “Up, 
Tien. Lift up a bit.” 

Etienne rose on his knees, horns and wings silhouetted against 
the moonlit sky. Demon lover...incubus...the errant thoughts 
whispered to Philippe, but he trusted in Etienne too much to heed 
them. 

There was an ancient, primal beauty in the form above him, 
reminiscent of older gods, older beliefs, from a time before Christ 
came. He knew it was blasphemy to suggest that there had been 
older powers, as real as any other, that the horned god had once 
careened over the countryside with his Wild Hunt, but in the 
backcountry villages, the shrines still stood. The priests knocked 
them down and the people quietly rebuilt them when the holy men 
had gone. 

He had to reach under the tail, but when his fingers found the 
soft, puckered star it felt just the same as any man’s, and the 
hitching moan from Etienne was all human male. The tip of his 
oiled forefinger teased at the entrance while Etienne rocked on his 
knees, head thrown back. When a frustrated sound caught in 
Etienne’s chest, Philippe let a single digit breach the tight ring. 

“You have done this before?” he asked belatedly. 

“Yes...Philippe...the sun is coming.” 

A slight exaggeration, since the sky still held only the first hints 
of pearl gray. He refused to rush, unwilling to harm his companion. 
A second finger joined the first in careful stretching while Philippe 
oiled his hard and waiting cock as well. 

Etienne ran out of patience at that moment and seized his 
erection in a flattened grip, claws carefully kept out of the way. 
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While Philippe would have entered him slowly, Etienne angled the 
head at his entrance and shoved back, taking half the shaft in one 
thrust. Philippe cried out at the sudden envelopment of tight heat, 
though worry for Tien still fought through the mind-numbing 
pleasure. Chin on his chest, panting, Etienne’s tail thumped on his 
stomach in an agitated rhythm. 

“Tien?” 

“Give me your hands, mon ange,” Etienne got out in a husky 
whisper. 

Talons laced with his fingers and Philippe held his arms taut to 
keep Etienne steady as he began a slow slide down. 

“Ts it...?” 

“Wonderful? Yes,” Etienne whispered on a hiss of breath. 
“You fit me so perfectly, as if you were made for me.” 

Philippe lay still, delighted to be used as a tool for Etienne’s 
pleasure, the furnace heat of his body scattering his thoughts like 
tempest-blown sand. Hard thigh muscles clenching and flexing, 
Etienne posted up and down his shaft, slow, deliberate strokes that 
swiftly gathered speed and desperation. 

“Philippe, please,” Etienne moaned. “Move with me. Touch 
me. It’s begun.” 

A strange crunching sound came from somewhere near 
Philippe’s thighs, as if a heavy cart drove over gravel. It’s begun... 
Etienne was turning to stone. 

Now, it has to be now. He rolled his hips, thrusting up into 
Etienne’s downward strokes, and freed a hand to wrap around 
Etienne’s throbbing cock. The astounding girth meant his fingers 
could not enclose it, but he did his best, tugging in time to the 
rhythm of their bodies, thighs and buttocks and tail meeting in hard 
slaps in counterpoint. 
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Suddenly Etienne’s eyes grew huge, wild with panic. “No...oh, 
dear God, no!” He tore himself free and flung himself away from 
Philippe just as the creeping overgrowth of stone reached his 
thighs. With a whimper, he curled into a tight ball, face buried in 
his hands, as the stone overtook him and rendered him lifeless 
again. 

Dismayed, Philippe crawled to him and draped an arm around 
the statue curled on the stones. Tears fell on Etienne’s gray 
shoulder, but unlike the old tales, they had no effect on the 
enchantment. “A single moment more, mon amour, and we would 
have done it. My poor Tien...” 

Dawn gilded the limestone, painting the grays and silvers of 
night with warmer pigments. The heavens continued to turn. There 
would be another night and another chance. 
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CHAPTER 7 


SWEET AND BITTER 


He thought he understood Etienne’s sudden alarm that 
morning. The flaw in their strategy had been that the rising stone 
could have trapped Philippe inside. He had been about to suggest 
that Etienne lift off so Philippe could finish him off with hands and 
tongue when fear overtook him. 

Etienne’s passionate demands had overridden sense. There 
were, of course, several better ways to accomplish a well-timed 
climax without endangering either private parts or pride. Now he 
suspected his greatest challenge would be in coaxing Etienne into 
trying again. It remained to be seen whether the man’s pride or his 
growing despair would prove their greatest enemy. 

Painting proved nearly impossible that day as exhaustion 
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overtook him. Twice he nearly lost his seat on the scaffold when 
his eyes slid shut. Father Gervais ordered him down and gave him 
a stern lecture about working while ill. The old priest marched him 
back to his cell at the refectory where Father Anseau tucked him 
into bed with a mug of warm milk with chamomile and honey. 

“For your nerves, Philippe.” Father Anseau told him. “Your 
humors are out of balance and you must rest.” 

There was sense in this, of course. Philippe dutifully drained 
the mug and drifted into a muddled sleep where the stone angels 
and saints he painted left their perches on the doorway to converse 
with him in the nave of the church. St. Gentian, speaking through 
the decapitated head held in his hand, said he did not like the 
labyrinth. “A man shouldn’t be forced to walk in corkscrews. Bad 
for the digestion.” 

When he woke, tangled in his blanket and damp with sweat, the 
little window in his cell showed him the rose and orange tints of 
sunset. He scrambled up, heart pounding. Etienne would be waking 
and he would arrive too late to comfort him through his change. 

No help for that now. 

He raked his hands back through his hair and forced himself to 
calm. Etienne had survived for a number of years without him; 
somehow, he would muddle through a few more minutes alone. 
Father Anseau had left water in the ewer for him and he used it to 
wash before he dressed in clean clothes. If he managed things 
better, this might be the last night he spent with Etienne, so he 
approached it with a melancholy sense of occasion. 

Once more, he made certain no one watched as he turned to 
take the tower stairs. Once more, he labored upward, step and drag, 
though he was better rested this time, hastening his clumsy 
progress. 
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As he had feared, Etienne’s transformation back from stone 
was already complete. The scarlet cloak lay puddled near the far 
wall, presumably with Etienne curled up beneath it. 

With a soft sigh, he put his bag down and settled next to the 
scarlet lump. “Tien?” 

An inarticulate grunt answered him. 

“Does something cause you pain?” 

Etienne’s baritone rose hoarse and weary from under the 
velvet. “I spent all day with a damned stone erection. Yes, by God, 
it hurts.” 

“I thought you felt nothing while you’ re stone.” 

“Tt didn’t hurt then. But the fool thing was still mast straight 
when I changed.” 

“Hmm. Not the most comfortable waking erection, I’m sure.” 
He patted Etienne’s shoulder. “Though think on this: most men 
might claim to be rock hard. You truly are.” 

A strangled sound came from the cloak nest and then Etienne 
fell silent for a long moment. “You’re angry with me, aren’t you?” 

“What reason would I have?” 

“My...failure yester eve.” 

Philippe conjured up his driest tone to say, “Well, yes, Pm 
furious that you thought to protect my poor cock from being 
snapped off.” 

The cloak rustled and Etienne’s head emerged, his forehead 
creased in obvious puzzlement. “You’re not angry?” 

“You’re muddled from your last change, so I won’t accuse you 
of being dense.” He smoothed a hank of hair from Etienne’s face. 
“But I will be angry if you tell me you’ve given up after one 
failure.” 

Green eyes flashed up at him. “Never.” 
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Relief surged through Philippe. Better that stubborn will than 
the despair he had so feared. With a little smile, he gathered 
Etienne into his arms to sing to him. Se li maus c’amours envoie 
was meant for a tenor, but was equally beautiful sung a full octave 
lower. 

Etienne closed his eyes to listen, arms wrapped around 
Philippe’s neck. When it was finished, he heaved a trembling sigh. 
“Philippe, I am so weary.” 

“I know, cher. Rest a bit. You might even sleep until 
midnight.” 

Tired he might have been, but Etienne soon became restless, 
rising to pace the stones. “I have forgotten what it is to be hungry.” 

The statement caught Philippe unaware. He nearly told Etienne 
that was a good thing, never to feel the gnawing wolf of hunger in 
one’s belly, but the bitterness in Etienne’s voice stopped him. 
“What would you like most to eat, when you are hungry again?” 

Etienne flung his arms wide. “Any damn thing! A crust of stale 
bread would do. A bit of moldy cheese.” He turned and came back 
to Philippe. “Rissoles. A good batch of pork rissoles, with the 
onions chopped very small, and the pastry light and thin.” 

“A worthy ambition,” Philippe said with a grin. “You make me 
hungry with your wishing.” 

“Have you often been?” Etienne knelt beside him and took his 
hands. “Hungry?” 

“Soldiers are forever hungry, you know that. But I have not had 
a day without a meal in many months.” 

Etienne leaned forward to press his lips to Philippe’s in a 
searching, tender kiss. What is it you truly ask, Tien? Would you 
say you wish you could look after me? The kiss pierced his heart, 
his throat closing in anguish that he dared not show. 
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Instead, he concentrated on soothing Etienne, kneading taut 
muscles and speaking of small, inconsequential things. Neither of 
them spoke of what might happen afterward if they broke the 
enchantment. Philippe took this as confirmation of his fears. 
Etienne might have feelings for him but had concluded they could 
have no life together. 

When midnight came, he turned his back once again to allow 
Etienne his privacy. The impressive, naked form rose once Etienne 
had caught his breath. The wings, obviously healed, mantled and 
then spread to full span. 

“Mon ange, I need to fly...” 

“Go, Tien. Don’t endanger yourself trying to carry me again.” 

“You'll wait for me?” 

“Of course I'll wait for you.” I would wait forever for you if 
you gave me some small crumb of hope. 

Etienne leaped from the tower’s ledge, massive wings 
gathering the wind under them. A few beats of those wings took 
him soaring out of sight and Philippe felt himself already bereft. 
Foolish, so foolish, to become so attached. But his heart was a 
great fool, and did not heed reason. 


* * * 


The Somme stretched below Étienne, the full moon a silver 
brooch on her glittering gown. 

Will it sadden you? If you never fly again? 

Up here, the world was clean and beautiful, bathed on moonlit 
nights in silver and white. No human frailties intruded, no 
violence, shame, or ambition. If he were capable of forgetting, of 
erasing the past and all he knew he might wish for only this, to be a 
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creature of the air. His memory, however, was his greatest gift and 
torment. He forgot nothing and had lived in regret for so long, he 
could not imagine any other way. 

Yes, he would miss flight, but he could not wash away the past. 
To make things right, he had to move onward. To embrace 
something other than regret, he would have to lose this one, 
glorious thing. 

It was one regret he could live with and count himself lucky 
since he stood to gain so much. Home, family, Philippe... 

Philippe. 

When he was a true man again, he would open his heart’s doors 
and tell his angel what lay within. He loved Philippe, and even if 
that love was not returned in kind, at least Philippe seemed quite 
fond of him. Once he could go home, he would ask Philippe to 
come with him, as his companion. Surely, the man would say yes. 

Of course he would. They had been through too much together, 
shared too much. He would banish the lonely pain from Philippe’s 
eyes and give him a home where he would never need worry about 
food and shelter again. 


* * x 


Philippe had let the night wind dry his tears and he sat calm 
and composed when Étienne finally returned. His breath caught as 
Étienne back-winged, clawed feet reaching for his landing, tail 
stretched out for balance. The strange beauty of it all nearly 
brought him to tears again. 

Forsaking his crutch, he limped across the stones, hands held 
out in greeting. “Tien...” 

Étienne folded him in a crushing embrace, his wings sweeping 
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forward to shelter them both. He leaned against that hard chest, 
unashamed to let Etienne take his weight. So few men could. 

“Mon ange, you are cold?” 

“I was. Not now.” Not resting against your forge-hot body. 

He lifted his face and found Etienne already bending his neck 
to meet him. Their lips met in a crash of passion, wave against 
shore. Teeth clicked in their desperation to devour each other while 
their tongues tangled. Philippe ran his hands down the solid 
muscles of Etienne’s back to cup his perfect, rounded ass. The tail 
twitched between his fingers, so he ventured inward to stroke the 
smooth skin of its base, tearing a hard groan from Etienne. 

“You will undo me long before dawn,’ he whispered in 
Philippe’s ear, sending a shudder of desire up his spine. 

“I would undo you a hundred times before morning if the need 
for precision were not so great.” 

Etienne caught Philippe’s roaming hands and brought them 
forward to kiss his knuckles. “Mon ange brilliant, is that flattery?” 

“No. Passionate frustration.” 

“The sky lightens. No need to wait much longer.” 

Philippe ran a finger down Etienne’s chest to tease at the soft 
hairs below his navel. “We need to turn things round this time, 
though.” 

“Oh?” 

“So you needn’t fear for me.” He slid his hand down farther 
and stroked his fingertips along Etienne’s growing erection. “You 
need to take me.” 

On a hitched breath, Etienne glanced down. “It’s...rather large, 
don’t you think?” 

Philippe shrugged. “I’ve seen larger. Don’t be so impressed 
with yourself. Don’t rush and all will be well.” 


83 


FORTUNE’S SHARP ADVERSITY 


For a moment, Philippe feared he might have taken the wrong 
tactic. Brows drawn down, Etienne’s expression slid toward 
stubborn. Then he let out a little snort and leaned his forehead 
against Philippe’s. “No need to stroke my ego, eh?” 

“Not when there are so many other inviting things to stroke.” 
Philippe rolled the foreskin back on Etienne’s cock and slid his 
thumb over the head. 

Clawed hands gripped his shoulders hard. A growl rumbled in 
Etienne’s chest. He swept Philippe up in his arms and knelt to lay 
him on their blanket. “Why are you still clothed?” 

Laughing, Philippe tugged his tunic off over his head and 
helped Etienne strip the rest of his clothes off in a breathless 
fumble. He had to grab Etienne by the horns to get his attention as 
lips, teeth, and tongue attacked his chest. “Wait, wait! Salt first.” 

Etienne blinked at him, clearly distracted. “Oh. Yes.” He 
reached over Philippe, erection bouncing in front, tail twitching 
behind, and pulled the salt and oil from the bag. “You’ve bread in 
here. Did you need some?” 

“It’s for later on, cher. I thought when the enchantment breaks 
you might be hungry.” 

“Ah. Such a kind, giving soul.” Etienne placed a soft kiss on 
his collarbone before he opened the bag and poured out the circle 
of salt. Then he stared at his claws in apparent dismay. “I 
can’t...not without hurting you.” 

“Give me the oil,” Philippe suggested gently. 

Etienne handed over the vial, but then slid down Philippe’s 
body to kneel between his legs. He folded his wings against his 
back and with gentle hands, lifted Philippe’s legs onto his 
shoulders. The prick of claws under his buttocks made him gasp, 
but Etienne was careful, lifting the lower half of his body without 


84 


FORTUNE’S SHARP ADVERSITY 


digging the claw points into his skin. 

“Tien, you needn’t d—” Philippe sucked in a hard breath as 
Etienne’s tongue lapped around his hole. Doubly glad he had taken 
the time to wash, he let his eyes slide shut on a long moan. 

The long tail wrapped around his bad leg, offering support and 
stability. Fireflies of heated pleasure danced through him with 
every touch of Etienne’s tongue. He licked and tapped at the 
puckered flesh until Philippe’s cock was aching and leaking on his 
stomach. When the point of that wicked tongue finally pushed 
through the tight ring, Philippe arched and cried out, his every 
fiber screaming for more. 

“Please, Tien,” Philippe begged as he was thoroughly stretched 
by gentle, wet forays into his channel. 

“Soon, mon ange,” Etienne murmured against his skin. “I 
won’t last long once I’m inside you.” 

He glanced up at the sky where the rising sun had begun to 
paint an aquarelle of gold and lilac on the clouds. “I don’t think 
you'll need to.” 

Etienne’s horns rubbed against Philippe’s thighs as he raised 
his head. He slid Philippe’s legs down onto his arms and slid 
closer, with a nod toward the vial still clutched tight in Philippe’s 
hand. “Would you mind anointing me?” 

Though he trembled with anxiety, Philippe couldn’t help a little 
chuckle. He had to use his teeth to uncork the vial, but then it was 
short work getting Etienne’s cock slick with oil. 

“Ready?” Philippe held him at his entrance, teasing them both 
by rubbing slick head over wet skin. 

“Go on, Philippe,” Etienne husked out. “It’s time.” 

The head felt huge as it breached him, threatening to cleave 
him in two. Philippe arched his neck, breathing in slow, careful 
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sips as he bore down and concentrated on relaxing the muscles. He 
held onto Etienne, controlling his entry, only letting him continue 
in short, slow thrusts. Soon, he had taken enough of Etienne’s shaft 
to hit against that magic spot inside. He let go and wrapped his 
arms around Etienne’ s neck instead. 

“I take it back,” he whispered, gasping as Etienne pulled out 
and thrust back in hard. 

“What back?” 

“You are huge.” 

The little laugh from Etienne told him his lover had ceased 
being overanxious and was enjoying himself. Good. 

Etienne grunted as he thrust, primal male noises that made 
Philippe’ s blood boil. He pulled on Etienne’s arms to bring him up, 
to take his weight, and hold him close. “That’s it, that’s it, oh, mon 
amour, you feel so incredible.” 

The first rays of sun tinged the highest stones. The first gravel 
crunch of Etienne’s change sounded loud in the morning air. 

“Harder, Tien. Faster.’ Philippe reached down and seized 
Etienne’ s buttocks, pressing and kneading, as he did his best to rise 
up to meet Etienne’s thrusts. 

“It’s coming. I don’t think—” 

“God, Tien.../’m coming. Don’t stop now.” 

With a strangled cry, Etienne thrusts took on a frenzied pace, 
racing the sun, racing the stone creeping up his body. Despite the 
anxious moment, Philippe was too far gone on his path to ecstasy. 
The pressure built to explosive levels and his climax shot through 
him with ballista fire force. 

As his channel clamped hard around Etienne, he felt those firm 
buttocks turn to stone beneath his hands and he feared it was too 
late. A gain, we have failed again. 
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Etienne still writhed atop him, face suffused with a heady mix 
of agony and pleasure. His weight increased every moment. The 
hard cock inside Philippe began to grow even harder and heavier. 

Suddenly, Etienne wailed, his arms tightening convulsively. 
Despite the cold stone cock inside him, Philippe felt the heated 
splash of Etienne’s climax deep inside. 

“Dear God, help me!” Etienne bellowed, his stone hips 
pumping through his orgasm. 

The pounding stone bruised Philippe, he knew it did some 
damage, but even as he began to hurt, a thunderclap of cracking 
stone rent the air. Etienne cried out again, this time solely in pain. 
The stone surrounding his skin crackled and fell away. Steam rose 
from his horns and wings. His face contorted as his body changed, 
returning to his normal mass and form. The parts transformed back 
to clothing burst into sudden flame, like a powder flash, 
evaporating in a cloud of ash and smoke. Still Philippe held him, 
trying to comfort him though his hands were singed. 

More cracks sounded behind them, from the wall, a choir of 
breaking stone as pebbles and chunks began to fall from the 
gargoyle statues. Etienne collapsed atop him, insensible and stark 
naked, but undeniably human once again. 

Moans came from the direction of the breaking statues. 
Philippe spared a glance to see that all four were moving, 
attempting to free themselves from their stone prisons. He didn’t 
have much attention to spare for the brothers, though. 

“Tien? Tien, you’ve done it! You’re free. Tien, wake up. 
Please.” Philippe raised his head to press his face against Tien’s 
throat. His blood still beat there. He still breathed, thank God, 
thank the Holy Mother and all the saints. 

“What the devil is this? What have you done to Tien?’ A 
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handsome face scowled down at Philippe. The man, who was fully 
dressed, stood perhaps a few finger-widths taller than Etienne, with 
gray sprinkled through his dark hair. 

Henri. 

“He’s broken the enchantment,” Philippe said, his voice soft 
and unsteady. “He’s set you free.” 

“That much I could have puzzled through,” Henri snapped as 
he staggered a step closer. “Damn sodomite.” 

“Please, he needs help.” Philippe tried to shift out from under 
Etienne, acutely aware of the softening cock still inside him. “He’s 
fainted away. I can’t wake him.” 

Henri scrubbed a hand over the side of his face and snarled, 
“Roul! Come lift Tien off of this...person!” 

A huge shadow fell across Philippe. The looming shape 
blocked the sun and picked Etienne’s solid bulk up as if he were no 
more than a bundle of flax. Easily the largest of the brothers, Roul 
could have been frightening, but he had a placid, calm face and at 
that moment, he appeared ill and none too steady. 

The leanest of the brothers stumbled over to peer into Etienne’s 
face. His movements gentle and considered, he slipped out of his 
cloak and helped Roul wrap Etienne in it. That would be Jehann. 
“Tien? Tien can you hear me, petit frère?” Jehann patted his face, 
calling to him urgently, and Philippe was relieved to see the real 
concern from at least one brother. 

The last brother, Guiscard, sprawled with his head in his hands 
and spat out, “Henri, where the hell are we?” 

Philippe sat up, arms wrapped around his knees to cover his 
nakedness. “Picardy. In Amiens. At the Cathédrale Notre-Dame” 

“How did we...no, that’s not the important question,” Jehann 
said softly. “How long were we stone?” 
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“I don’t truly know.” Philippe reached over for his tunic and 
pulled it on. “Etienne was never clear. At least two years, at a 
guess.” 

“Years?” Henri shook his head and let out a sharp huff. “We 
must make for home at all possible speed. Who knows what 
Mother and Jeanette have endured.” 

“But Tien isn’t well,” Jehann protested. “He can’t ride like 
this.” 

“We'll hire a carriage.” 

Guiscard snorted. “With what funds?” 

“I have some coin,” Jehann offered. “Not much, but if I sell my 
fencing dagger, it should be enough.” 

“Good. You never use it, anyway,” Guiscard said. 

“Tien’s cold,” Roul’s deep bass broke in. “Too much talk. We 
need to get him warm.” 

Philippe watched the brothers in fascination as he dressed. It 
was as if the four older brothers were trials, each one flawed. 
Henri’s features were too sharp. Jehann’s build was too slight. 
Roul’s was too massive. Guiscard’s face lacked the lively 
intelligence of the others. All flawed, until one reached Etienne, 
the perfect mix of all of them. 

My bright, magnificent Tien... 

He pulled his crutch to him and made to follow the brothers 
down the stairs. Henri let the others go but then stepped in 
Philippe’s way to stop him. 

“What do you think to do, pautonier?” 

“T must go with you.” 

Henri crossed his arms over his broad chest. “You'll do no such 
thing. What a ridiculous notion.” 

“Etienne will ask for me when he wakes. I should be with 
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” 


him. 

“T forbid it.” 

Philippe’s heart sank. He had foreseen this moment. “You have 
that right, I suppose. But we both know how stubborn Tien can be. 
If he asks for me and finds me gone from his side, will you be the 
one to explain it to him?” 

Henri glared at him, gray eyes smoldering. Then he spoke 
through clenched teeth, “Lord Etienne has obligations and 
responsibilities that have naught to do with you, a commoner, a 
sodomite. I am grateful for whatever assistance you lent him...” 

Odd, you don’t sound the least bit grateful. 

“ ,..but whatever you thought to gain from him, you must set it 
aside. If he truly wishes to have you with him, he will send for you 
once he is well again. That much dignity of choice, surely, even 
you would grant him.” 

No! I will go with him! Philippe wanted to bellow, but no 
matter how he disliked this oldest brother of Etienne’s, the man 
spoke clear sense. Once home with his family, his old life, Etienne 
might well feel as if he had woken from some strange dream. 
Perhaps his relations with a commoner would cause him shame 
and his feelings for Philippe would sour. Yes, he should have that 
choice, and when he sent for Philippe, it would be because he truly 
wanted him by his side. 

“Very well. I will do as you ask,” Philippe said stiffly. “Please 
be kind to Tien. He has suffered terribly for all of you.” 

For the first time since his waking, Henri’s expression 
softened, “He is our youngest, and dear to us all. He will be well 
cared for.” 

“Henri?” Roul shouted up the stairs. “Are you coming?” 

With a last warning look, Henri turned and departed, leaving 
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Philippe alone on the unfinished tower. Etienne was back in the 
arms of his family. It was what he had striven for, after all. But 
once again, Philippe stood abandoned, bewildered and bereft, with 
not even a scrap of Etienne’s beautiful scarlet cloak left to comfort 
him. 
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CHAPTER 8 


REGRETS 


Etienne woke to a rocking motion. He thought at first he was 
on a small boat, until his ears picked out the clop of horses’ 
hooves. 

“Philippe?” 

“He’s awake! Praise be.” Jehann’s voice came from above him. 

So good to hear him again... Good God! It worked! We’re free! 

“Jehann? All’s well?’ Etienne’s words sounded like a frog’s 
croak in his ears. 

“Tt will be now.” Jehann’s soft smile swam over him. “We’re 
all recovered but we feared for you, Tien, when you wouldn’t 
wake.” 

He turned his head, apparently pillowed in Jehann’s lap, and 
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found his other three brothers arranged on the carriage seat 
opposite them. A bright grin spread over his face, only to flee in a 
sudden plummet of realization. “Philippe? Where’s Philippe?” 

Jehann put a hand on his forehead when he tried to sit up. 
“Rest, Tien. You’re fevered. Who is Philippe?” 

“The man who was with me on the tower. You must have seen 
him. Tall, broad-shouldered, bright blond hair...” 

“He chose to stay,’ Henri answered in his most forbidding 
voice. 

“He...why?” Etienne gripped Jehann’s sleeve, panic gripping 
him. “Why isn’t he here? What did he say?” 

“T can’t tell you that, Tien,” Jehann said gently. “I didn’t have 
much speech with him. He would not come.” 

The world dropped out from under him. He fell, endless 
fathoms, as the blackness closed over him again. Jehann called to 
him, but he had no strength to answer. Philippe would not come, 
did not wish to stand beside him. Somehow, he had lost his angel. 
Light would never enter the world again. 


x x x 


The angels still smiled at Philippe while he painted, but he no 
longer spoke to them or to the saints. They seemed to wish to offer 
comfort, but as the silent days rushed by, their efforts seemed 
hollow. Every day, he hoped a message would come from 
Languedoc. Every evening, hope died again. 

Etienne had not sent for him. It seemed certain now that he 
would not. He wished he could feel enraged. If it had felt like a 
betrayal, he might have, but Tien’s silence simply felt like a 
dismissal, a confirmation that he had no place in a nobleman’s life. 
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He had told himself as much right from the start, so he couldn’t 
call the outcome unexpected. Anger eluded him, leaving him 
empty and aimless. 

One evening as he limped back into the refectory for supper, he 
found himself surrounded by a delegation of priests. 

“Is something amiss?” he asked the holy fathers, whose 
expressions varied from stern to concerned. 

“Philippe.” Father Gervais took him by the arm and led him to 
the chair in the hall. “We have wondered that ourselves.” 

He fought alarm as they formed a ring about him, cutting off 
any escape. “What do you mean, Father?” 

“You have not smiled since last month,” Father Anseau began. 

“And you do not sing as you used to while you work,” Father 
Bertran added. 

“In fact, you hardly speak at all,” said Father Crespin with a 
frown. 

Father Gervais placed a hand on his shoulder. “We thought you 
ill, at first. But you still rise every morning and go about your day, 
as you always did. But it’s no longer the Philippe we knew. You 
seem another man entirely.” 

“T...am the same,” Philippe told them, his gaze shifting from 
one face to another. “Is my work no longer satisfactory?” 

“Your work is perfect, as always,’ Father Bertran reassured 
him. “It is the black cloud that attends your work which becomes 
the issue. The other workmen are hesitant to even walk near you.” 

“Forgive me. I had no idea.” 

“Philippe, we don’t mean this as a scolding,” Father Gervais 
said. “We are simply worried. It is a matter of the heart, isn’t it?” 

The denial nearly leapt from him, but he caught it mid-flight. 
He nodded, head bowed. “Yes. It is.” 
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“And this love of yours...prefers another?” 

“It’s not so simple, Father. I wish it were.” 

“We are all schooled in complex reasoning,” Father Crespin 
said in a dry tone. “Perhaps if you related the circumstances to us.” 

Philippe sighed. “This person whom I love...this person was 
above my station. A noble. Family came and took my love home 
and told me I could come if my love sent for me. I have waited, but 
no message sending for me has come.” 

Several frowns met this recitation. Finally, Father Anseau 
asked, “And your love promised to send for you? You heard those 
words?” 

“I...” The question slammed Philippe’s roiling thoughts to the 
ground and pinned them there. “No. That is...no. I only spoke to 
this person’s brother at the time.” 

“The brother, did he have any liking for you?” Father Bertran 
asked. 

“Ah, well, no.” 

Father Gervais gave him a little shake. “Perhaps you have 
made assumptions where you should not have.” 

He looked up, the leaden weight lifting from his heart. “I may 
have.” 

“And perhaps you need to speak directly to the one you long 
“Perhaps I should.” 

Much later, as he packed a bag for his journey, he realized how 
carefully the priests had avoided any gender pronouns. They knew 
or guessed, and had been kind enough not to reveal the fact. For 
that, he loved them dearly. 


for. 


x x x 
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Morning sunlight pooled beside the bed in Etienne’s room. He 
stared at it, angry at the intrusion but too weary to rise and pull the 
curtains. Now that he could bask in the sun without fear, now that 
its rays no longer heralded pain and isolation, he no longer wished 
to see it. 

“Go away, bright, cheerful orb,” he growled. “You give me a 
headache.” 

“Tien? Who are you talking to?” 

His mother stood in the doorway. Her appearance had shocked 
him when they first arrived home, the worry lines on her beautiful 
face, the white strands suddenly sprinkled in her dark hair. Guilt 
gnawed at them all that they had caused her such grief. 

“The sun, maman.” 

She gave him an odd look and crossed the room to perch on the 
edge of his bed. Her frown fell on his untouched breakfast tray. 
“You will never recover if you won’t eat, mon chou.” 

“Tt all tastes like sand.” He leaned his head back against the 
pillows. “I’m sorry, maman. Perhaps later.” 

“There might not be later if you don’t eat soon.” 

A soft knock announced Jehann’s arrival. He balanced a 
covered bowl in one hand. “Cook thought you might like some 
rabbit stew, since it always was your particular favorite.” 

Etienne sighed. “Please tell Cook it was very kind of her. 
Maybe you should eat it so she isn’t offended.” 

“Tien, this borders on the ridiculous.” Jehann set the bowl 
down on the table and stood hipshot against it, arms folded. “You 
have nothing wrong with you. No fever, no pain...” 

Oh, there is considerable pain, mon frère. 

“...no congestion. You are simply weak and listless because 
you refuse to eat.” 
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“I can’t. I’m sorry.” He met Jehann’s steady gaze, searching for 
something he knew he wouldn’t find. “Is there news? Any stranger 
come to the village? Anyone asking for me?” 

“No, Tien. What is it you hope for?” 

He twisted the blanket in his fingers. “That Philippe will have a 
change of heart. I don’t know. For...something. Some word.” 

“Tt might be better to forget him, Tien.” His mother covered his 
hand with her delicate fingers. “There will be others.” 

She had always known and had never censured him. If he had 
been the eldest, she might have felt differently, but she had four 
elder sons who would give her grandchildren. She had never 
demanded the same of him. 

“To forget him, I would first need to desire the forgetting.” He 
turned his gaze out the window. “What did he say, Jehann? Why 
did he stay?” 

“I don’t know, I’ve told you. I wasn’t the one to speak...” 
Jehann fell into the sudden silence that meant a thought had struck 
him. “Henri spoke with him. Tien...” 

Etienne shifted up on the pillows, his tired brain finally finding 
a chain of reason to follow. “And what did Henri hear him say?” 

“He claims only that Philippe would not come.” Jehann’s green 
eyes were wide in his slender face. “I think...perhaps...the only 
way you will know what he said is if you asked him yourself.” 

Henri had never approved. His eldest brother had always been 
the one pushing women at him. Etienne stared at the patch of 
sunlight a moment longer, wondering at the sudden beauty of it. 
“Could you hand me the stew, please? I need to eat if I’m ever to 
rise from this bed again.” 
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Dust rose from the road with every step. It had been madness to 
attempt the journey in the middle of summer, but then, it was most 
likely madness at any time of year. 

The leg hurt abominably and had for the last week. Eighteen 
days into his journey, the whole enterprise seemed quite mad. To 
be sure, he had ridden in farmer’s carts and the backs of merchant 
caravans for at least half the distance; otherwise, he would never 
have made it so far. But over the last few days, no one but surly 
farmers and carters had passed him, more likely to curse at him for 
taking up road space than to take him up. 

He swore vividly when his leg buckled again, nearly pitching 
him face first into the dust. The sane thing would have been to stop 
for the day. Though no shelter presented itself, the night would 
probably be dry and warm enough to sleep in the open. The only 
reason he pressed on was that he knew he had crossed into 
Languedoc and had yet to find someone who could point him 
toward Chateau Michelant. 

Hooves sounded on the other side of the little rise just before 
him, not merely the slow plod of a carthorse but the frenzied 
rhythm of a horseman flying at full gallop. Philippe raised his head 
in alarm, though the rider hadn’t topped the rise yet, and then 
struggled toward the side of the road with the sure knowledge that 
he moved nowhere near fast enough. 

The massive black head of a warhorse hove into sight. The 
Percheron bore down on him, rider bent low over the huge beast’s 
neck, feathered fetlocks giving the impression of winged hooves. 
Philippe hobbled as fast as he could to get out of the way. The 
rider wrenched his steed’s head over hard in an attempt to veer 
around him. Between them, they nearly succeeded, but the horse’s 
shoulder grazed Philippe. Off balance, he toppled, arms 
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windmilling, and landed in a ditch full of thorns and bracken. 

While the horse thundered past, Philippe sat staring at his 
scratched and bleeding hands. “Damned noble lout. As if he owned 
the road.” 

To his enormous surprise, the hoofbeats returned at a saner 
speed. The rider, hooded despite the heat, carried a long, well-used 
sword strapped to his side. Philippe hoped he wasn’t the 
belligerent sort. 

The voice that called out as he approached was friendly 
enough, though. “My good man, are you hurt? My sincere 
apologies. I didn’t see you in time.” 

That voice... Philippe raised his face, unwilling to believe his 
ears. “Tien?” 

“Mother of God.” The rider vaulted from his mount and shoved 
his hood back. “Philippe?” 

His heart skipped and staggered at the sight of that beloved 
face, though it shocked him as well. Etienne was so thin and pale. 
“Yes, now that you’ve nearly killed me,” he managed with only 
the slightest quake to his voice. 

“Philippe! Oh, dear Lord...” Etienne raced across the road and 
pulled him up without so much as a by-your-leave. He stood with 
his hands gripping Philippe’s forearms, eyes searching his face. 
“Whatever are you doing here?” 

All the planned speeches fled and Philippe blurted out, “You 
never sent for me.” 

“What?” 

“I waited and hoped. But you didn’t. Why did you never send 
for me, Tien?” 

Tien’s brow creased in obvious confusion. “Why would I send 
for you?” 
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The words stabbed deep into Philippe’s already abused heart. 
“Of course. Why would you?” he echoed softly. “I have the answer 
I came for, then. Goodbye, Tien.” 

He yanked his arms free, though the movement threatened to 
topple him again. When he caught his balance, he turned and 
limped back the way he had come with the shards of his dignity 
pulled close around him. 

“Philippe? Damn your eyes! Philippe!” 

He hadn’t gone more than five steps before Etienne flung 
himself to his knees before him, sending up a cloud of dust, and 
impeding his progress. So much for dignity. 

“Don’t do this, Philippe! We can’t have this serendipitous 
meeting only to have you fling me away again!” 

“Fling...you? What the devil are you blithering about?” 

“I don’t understand you! Why would I have sent for you when 
you refused to leave Amiens?” 

Philippe stared at him, open-mouthed. “I never refused. I 
agreed to wait, to see if you would still want me with you when 
you were home again.” 

A light of understanding seemed to dawn in Etienne’s eyes, 
followed swiftly by a blaze of fury. He surged up, pacing the 
roadway. “That ass! That currish clay-brained bull’s pizzle!” 

“Who?” 

“My oh-so-high-and-mighty brother Henri!” Etienne’s arms 
waved in wild gesticulation as his agitation grew. “He tells you to 
wait until I send for you! He tells me you refused to come! Of all 
the rotten, pig-headed...I wanted to die when I thought Id lost 
you!” 

Philippe watched in alarm as Etienne’s face grew bright red 
and then purple. “Tien... Tien! You grow overwrought.” 
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Etienne halted in mid-flail, those beautiful green eyes shining 
with unshed tears. His voice was raw with anguish as he asked, 
“Philippe, if you believed I had abandoned you, then why are you 
here? Why walk all this way, when you can ill afford to do so?” 

A hard lump threatened to swallow Philippe’s throat. “I needed 
to hear why. From your own lips, I needed to hear why you had not 
sent for me.” 

A choked sound caught in Etienne’s chest and he buried his 
face in his hands. 

“Please, Tien, please don’t...” Philippe’s anger and confusion 
melted under the weight of Etienne’s pain. He hobbled the two 
steps forward that brought him within reach and folded him in his 
arms. “Hush, hush. I’m here now.” He let his crutch fall so he 
could stroke Etienne’s hair and back. “Where were you off to 
today in such a mad rush?” 

Etienne’s voice rose muffled from his shoulder. “I was riding 
to Amiens. To find you. To ask you why you had stayed behind.” 

“My poor, foolish Tien. And what would you have done if you 
hadn’t ridden me down today? If you arrived only to find me 
gone?” 

“I would have asked where you had gone.” Etienne lifted his 
head to nuzzle at Philippe’s cheek. “And ridden back like the devil 
himself to find you again.” 

Philippe tangled his fingers in Etienne’s hair and tugged his 
head around for a tender kiss. Heat spread down from his mouth 
with unexpected ferocity, brushfire on frozen land. He whispered 
against those soft lips, “Tien, why did it take you so long to ride 
out?” 

‘Tve been...unwell,” Etienne muttered, unable to meet his 
gaze. 
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That much I can see. “You’ve been sulking and pining and 
made yourself ill, eh?” 

Etienne nodded, bottom lip caught between his teeth. 

“So, Pm at the point where I can barely stand. You’re barely 
risen from your sickbed, and here we stand, in the dust of the road 
and the heat of the midday sun.” 

“Would you like to come home with me, mon ange?” 

“Will your family be able to bear the sight of me?” 

Etienne wiped a sleeve over his eyes. “If you ignore Henri, 
then they would be pleased to have you.” 

“Then I believe I would, monsieur. But if that monstrous beast 
of yours dumps me in the ditch again, I may never forgive you.” 
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AUTHOR’S NOTES 


For our history buffs: 

During an innovative laser cleaning and restoration of Amiens 
Cathedral in the early 1990’s, polychrome decoration was 
discovered on the stone portals of the western façade. With 
painstaking care and research, the restoration staff found that all of 
the stone carvings of the three doorways had been painted in vivid 
colors in the 13" century, completely revolutionizing the way we 
look at gothic stone sculpture. 

The cathedral, which took several centuries to complete, would 
have lacked its towers and its remarkable choir and organ in 
Philippe’s time. The original floor labyrinth (since destroyed and 
replaced) was completed in 1288 and while we can only surmise 
its original design, we know its shape and have the wording from 
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the original center plaque. 

Center medallion of the original labyrinth (trans.): “In the year 
of grace 1220, the construction of this church first began. Blessed 
Evrard was at that time bishop of the diocese. The king of France 
was then Louis the son of Philip the wise. He who directed the 
work was called Master Robert, surnamed Luzarches. Master 
Thomas de Cormont came after him, and after him his son Renaud, 
who had placed here this inscription in the year of the incarnation, 
1288.” 


Tant con je vivrai by Adam de la Halle 
(also known as Adam le Busso, “the hunchback’’) 


Tant con je vivrai 

N’ame rai autrui que vous. 
Jan’en partirai 

Tant con je vivrai 

Ains vous servirai 
Loiaument mis m’`l sui tous. 
Tant con je vivrai 

N’a me rai autrui que vous. 


Translation: 


As long as I live 

I will not love one but you. 
I will not you leave 

As long as I live 

You I will always serve 
Ihave given myself to you. 
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As long as I live 
I will not love one but you. 


Trans. from Sadie, S (ed) (1994) The Grove Concise Dictionary 
of Music, The MacMillan Press Ltd, Bath. 
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Josh hunts vampires with relentless, cold precision until the night 
he confronts a gorgeous hunk of vamp in the woods outside Ithaca. 
Richard destroys all of Josh’s prejudices about vampires in the 


first few moments of conversation, and the sexual sparks between 
them ignite almost as quickly. Richard offers the stability Josh 
never had, while Josh offers the healing Richard needs so 
desperately. 


But it’s nearly impossible just to walk away from a life of violence. 
An attack one evening leaves a friend in the hospital, Richard with 
a bullet through his chest, muttering about strange creatures, and 
Josh fighting to piece together what really happened. Are 
Richard’s nightmare attackers real, or is Josh’s favorite vamp 
losing his mind? Is there a reasonable explanation or has the 
hunter now become prey? 
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